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  AUTHOR'S FOREWORD


  

  “The Outcast” brings forward to its conclusion the story of Myra Rudloff, begun in “The Scorpion.” To those who read the previous work, the characters will be old friends and need no introduction. For those who have not yet read “The Scorpion,” I am noting briefly the trend of Myra's earlier experiences, so that this book may prove to be more interesting in its development.

  Myra was a very sensitive and imaginative child. Her mother had died at her birth, and she grew up in the company of an absent-minded father and a bigoted, evil-minded Aunt Emily. A precocious and affectionate child, she needed an object of worship. It came first in the person of her governess, a pretty, irresponsible woman, whose influence was not at all in the right direction. Myra's gushing adoration for the governess satisfied her for a time, but the appearance of the woman's lover became a source of jealousy and torment to the child. Thus early in life did Myra realize the dark sequel to the bright side of love. In the end, the governess used Myra's credulity and abject devotion to her own ends. She made her pawn the family silver to provide money for her lover. Discovered, the bewildered child stubbornly refused to implicate the governess, and her family interpreted her character as evil and abnormal. A psychiatrist was called in for consultation. Life at home became for Myra a succession of unpleasant incidents. Her school period was a time of almost complete boredom. She went through the changing moods of adolescence with particular violence, superinduced by the antagonistic surroundings. Disturbed by the stirrings of her body, she awakened to a new need at a time when she found no sympathy for her troubled situation.

  At this time she met the incomparable Olga, a proud, intelligent and forceful woman who unwittingly made a slave of the impressionable Myra. At first it was simply a great admiration of Olga's qualities and personality that drew Myra. She learned much from her and absorbed a viewpoint on life in general which matured her mind rapidly. But in the end, the two girls drifted together physically, not without a valiant resistance on the part of the experienced Olga, who keenly felt her responsibility toward the younger girl.

  To Myra their love seemed perfect. She experienced a sense of life such as she had never felt before. But not for long. For rumors of their companionship reached Aunt Emily, who hired a detective to watch over Myra, and had Olga evicted from her lodgings. Again, after a family conference, a psychiatrist was called in. Olga, in an effort to make things simple for Myra, left the town suddenly without even a goodbye to Myra.

  On the advice of the physician, Myra's family decided to send her to the country to spend some months in seclusion at her uncle's home. But it was not long before desire for Olga made her restless. She stole some money from her uncle's desk in order to be able to escape. Her father, upset by this latest manifestation of Myra's incorrigibility, died of a stroke. Her inheritance, however, was not disturbed. Economically independent now, Myra cut loose entirely from her family, by whom in turn she was given up as a depraved and immoral person.

  Myra tried to find Olga, but in vain. In her despair at what she considered Olga's faithlessness, she becomes engaged to a young man of her acquaintance. One day, she gets word through Peterkin, a crippled scientist who had long known Olga and been devoted to Myra, that Olga, weary of the struggle against the world, had committed suicide. Her pistol and her favorite possession, a cigarette case with a scorpion etched into it, she had left for Myra.

  The scorpion—“The only creature, with the exception of man, which is capable of suicide,” she told Myra once. “Rather than suffer death at the hands of the enemy, it kills itself when fighting proves futile!”

  Myra, at twenty-one, realized that she was entirely the creature of Olga. The outlook on life and philosophy that was a part of Olga had become an inheritance to Myra. Her conduct was arranged in conformity with what Olga would say or do if she still lived. But Myra must try to forget, and try she did. Suicide tempted her, but before throwing life away, she decided to know more of it. In spite of her depressed condition, Myra felt a growing curiosity about life. Surely there must be more to it than she had yet experienced. Gathering her shattered mental forces together, she decided to sell all her possessions, settle some money on her Aunt Emily, and travel southward to a strange city to start a new life....

  In this unnamed city, Myra was introduced into a world of inverts who live their own lives frankly and unconcerned with the opinions of the moralists. In the midst of this group of outcasts who combine artistic ability with neuroticism that finds expression in drugs, drink, and illicit love, Myra found a temporary surcease from her mental struggles. She made friends with Gisela Wertenkin, a young singer of great ability and varied vices. At a ball to which Gisela invited Myra she met many of the strange types of the group. There was Lorenz, a slender, well-dressed, blondined girl with a pretty, expressionless doll's face; Giesbert, a young painter who wore corsets, and was attracted to men; Eccarius, an older man who became her good friend; and Fiametta, a dancer of whom Myra was told: “She is very beautiful, she has breeding, temperament and culture, everything one could wish. But she has no heart, she has not even the most elementary sort of kindness.” Gisela was in love with Fiametta, a love which was not returned, and Gisela's distress attracted the sympathy of Myra, who felt herself the victim of a similar situation.

  Myra was but little at ease in this strange company, but she forced herself to become a part of it, for she felt that—“that crowd who are staring at me, scornfully and pityingly—are my kind. We have ties in common, I belong to them. But I am cutting those ties and going with these others, with these strangers with whom I also have something in common. But it is a common destiny, not merely a common existence. For they understand not merely suffering but passionate grief and passionate love. They are not merely ardent, but jealous, not merely active, but impetuous. No, I do not belong to you! I hate you, I despise you! You and your kind! Olga has killed you for me. I no longer belong to you. But since I must belong somewhere, I shall try to belong with these others.”

  Of all this sad, hectic group, Gisela attracted her most, possibly because she also knew thwarted love and great sorrow. One day Gisela came to see Myra and they talked of their intimate troubles. Their talk turned to themselves, and Myra was swept along by Gisela's fierce passion. “I am dead, little Myra,” cried Gisela, “I have died of a mortal sickness that is called Fiametta. If you would bewitch the dead, little sorceress, you must nourish them with your own blood, but that you know. If I am to live, I must imbibe your blood.” They kissed fiercely in their intoxication, but to Myra there was a reaction of revulsion mixed with the passion. Fear, horror, aversion, pity, tenderness and the infatuating throb of her own and another's blood whirled in a mad maelstrom that engulfed all thought in its brightly foaming depths.

  This life also was not for Myra, but she kept on moving in the mad whirl, for she knew not what else to do. At a cafe party, Fiametta appeared suddenly. Gisela made a scene and Myra was revolted. “Go!”, she muttered to herself, “I must go, must go, must go!” She felt she too was about to become hysterical like Gisela, overturn tables, throw bottles. With a great effort she got out to the street. The air revived her, but she was beastly wretched. In her room finally she closes and bolts the door. Was there no person to whom she could confess, who would have the power to absolve her? Was there no person who would protect her from herself, in whose lap she could hide her face, and who would lay kind, strong hands on her head?

  Luisa Peters, a very sensible young woman artist, became interested in Myra and, realizing her sad condition, took possession of her affairs and mothered her. For three days she kept Myra in gentle captivity, not leaving her alone for a moment, afraid that Myra would attempt suicide. She convinced Myra that her present associations were unsuitable for her character and temperament. She told her of her native city, of the simple and formal people among whom she would find quiet and peace. Myra was touched by Luisa's kindness and consented to go away to “the clean city where the swift white little boats crossed the blue waters.” She had no desire to say goodbye to anybody except Eccarius, the sad, ugly old man who had been a good friend to her. His last words to her were: “Love death and be not afraid of life. But no one ought to die until he has learned to love death.”

  For weeks Myra lives in the quiet little town with a sense of ease and comfort and grateful enjoyment among the simple folk who knew not of complicated feelings. A young man fell in love with her, and although not thrilled, she gloried in the flattering attention. But even in this spot, so far removed from her old associations, a young girl by the name of Gwen was attracted to her. Against Myra's will, she became involved. She was disappointed terribly. “My poor soul,” she said softly, “what have I done to you?” No matter how simply she tried to approach life, something evil resulted. Perhaps, she thought she had been too intensely interested in the body, to the detriment of the soul. She would go away once more, try life again. If all turned to disappointment, there was still Olga's pistol—but for the present, she would live in order to learn to love death better.

  

  As we first meet Myra in “The Outcast,” she is nursing her mental and spiritual health back in a secluded country place. Here in this quiet spot she hopes to find a new contentment and peace.


  


  I


  

  Myra lay on the grassy slope, beneath the blossoming apple trees. Her eyelids, closed each to a slit, allowed her to peer through and see a network of twigs and flowers, stiff and plastic, as if poured in metal, sharp against the glistening, shimmering blue of the cloudless sky.

  The sun burnt down on her outstretched feet. She could almost feel how a fine sharp dart of sunlight drilled through every interstice in the mesh of her sheer hose.

  Sometimes it occurred to her that she was free to retire further into the protection of the shade. But she could not bring herself to stir a single sodden limb.

  It was as if she were bound by a paralyzing half-sleep. She no longer had control over her thoughts and ideas, they came and went without her calling them up or being able to suppress them.

  The notion that she was already dead would not leave her. She wished to be buried without a coffin and it was as if she could already feel on her eyelids the weight of the cool earth. And in that thought she experienced a kind of dissolution of herself that was like the casting off of chains. Little plants, filled with the desire to live and grow up into the sunlight would now send their delicate rootlets to twine about her heart. They would come probing against her lips, against her eyes, and suck strength out of her, like newborn children nuzzle at the breasts of their mothers. And they would carry up to the light that part of her which had always yearned for the light... and once more she would find herself spread out to the sun, on the petals of flowers—on rose, on purple, on sky-blue petals, as if on so many velvet cushions. And the rootlets would let lie in peace that part of her which had always craved rest... they would let it lie there in the damp coolness of the black earth where it would be hid from all sharp and poisonous glances, from all cold and cutting stares, from all hot and searing gazes.

  Blessed, cooling, protecting earth! Myra's fingers burrowed down deeper into the closely knit tangle of hard grass stems.

  The sun-parched earth was dried into crumbs which, when caught between her playful fingers, fell apart into fine sand. Poor earth! How thirsty you must be! Myra looked up to the windows of the house. There was not a human being in sight. She rose and shook out her white skirt, and ran to the water-faucet, picked up the sprinkling-can which stood beside it. Her heart was beating as if she were about to commit a crime. She looked about, embarrassed, afraid that someone might be spying on her. With the turn of the cock the water gushed noisily into the tin can. The heavy stream of water, so bright and smooth, was like a glass column, and exhaled a definite coolness. All at once the air tasted moist and fresh.

  Myra lugged the heavy watering-can up the hill. Of course it was out of the question to water the whole orchard. She realized that. The trees would have to wait until a real rain. In fact they had been waiting now for a whole week or longer. The vegetable patch below and the bordering beds of strawberries were watered every day—but here the sun burnt through the protecting layer of grass and reduced the earth to dust'.

  The water purled out of the rose of the watering-can. The spray reached her shoes, her dress—she paid no attention. Her sole concern was the parched earth drinking up the water. She bent down. She threw herself down on the grass beside the empty can and listened to the audible noises that the ground made as it swallowed up the water.

  A bustling and a clatter beside her caused her to start up in fright. It was the dog, who had issued from the house, on silent paws, and had just upset the can. Greedily she lapped up the thin rills of water which were draining down the ridges of the grass blades. Then she let herself down heavily on the wet ground and sought to absorb its coolness. The beast was heavy with pups and dragged herself about with difficulty. Her breath came and went, with many a wheeze and gasp, and her great big brown eyes turned up toward Myra with a moving expression of helpless woe.

  Myra thought she could distinguish a throbbing of the earth that was due to the heartbeats of the heavy beast. Timidly she put forth her hand and laid it upon the dog's burning flanks. The taut skin, over the swollen belly, pulsated so violently beneath her finger tips, that Myra thought she could feel many tiny hearts beating impatiently for freedom.

  The bitch stretched out her head along her front paws and allowed herself to be stroked.

  “Good old Senta, old girl,” Myra murmured softly. “Poor old Senta. And is life truly so hard now? Yes? Well, you just wait—you'll be over it soon—and then you'll have your little ones, and everything will be just too fine for words.” The dog blinked and closed her eyes. An expression of well-being appeared on her face, and was for a moment like a passing smile.

  Now voices were heard coming from the house. Myra started up in fright and hurried to replace the watering-can before it should be missed. She scolded herself for a rank coward, but she had developed such a holy respect for the loud sharp voice of her landlady. She would not have cared to report herself like a schoolgirl caught in the act, when that scolding voice began to pepper the air with: “Martha, Frieda! Now someone has gone and dragged off the sprinkler and left it lying out somewhere in the garden! You certainly aren't going to make good for it if everything is stolen or gets rusty and broken... and what with these hard times!”

  Fortunately she was able to put the can back into its accustomed place before the landlady noticed its absence. And yet there remained something of a feeling of vexation, like a thorn caught in her flesh. She was annoyed at herself, at her cowardice, at the dependence of her emotions on the mood of a disagreeable and uncultured woman, at her inability to face people and insist upon the respect which she felt they owed her.

  She preferred to get out of their way, to flee at their approach. She could not pass by an unfriendly face and remain calm. So weak, so pitiable, so cowardly did she feel.

  A little door led from the garden out through the hedge and onto the poplar-lined highway. She preferred to use this door in order to get out into the open rather than walk past the house.

  The sun glared down on the broad dusty road. But the heat was more bearable walking than lying down.

  Myra followed the white road for a space and then turned down a narrower and more shaded path which lay between the gardens. It was a route she had taken time and again in the last few weeks and which her feet now found automatically whenever she left the house without having any goal in mind.

  Most of the gardens were devoid of people. The houses seemed asleep beneath the noonday sun, like faces closing their eyes against the light.

  Here was a grassier lane which led through a more restricted neighborhood. Now came private homes, and instead of the glaring letters visible from every direction and proclaiming “Pension Quisisana,” or “Hotel Forestview,” small metal shields bore the scarcely decipherable names of pensioned generals or solicitors.

  There was one of these gardens which always aroused in Myra a quiet longing.

  An old and high wall circumscribed it, and over the gray stones hung heavy blue and white clusters of lilac, while the branches of chestnuts reached over into the lane and held out their pyramidal bouquets of delicately flaming flowers.

  The house itself lay far back, hidden behind green bushes and trees, so that one could scarcely catch a glimpse of it by looking through the entrance portals.

  The garden gave an appearance of neglect, dandelions spotted the unmowed lawns, the bushes cast their long twining arms across the paths and cut off the way, and peonies blossomed on every side, ranging through the whole scale of colors from white to purple. No one seemed to pay any attention to their glory, and they flowered and wilted and their big shining leaves spread out like wreaths over the high grass.

  “What a wall!” Myra exclaimed to herself and was filled with yearning. To have a wall like that around one! To be protected thus from every prying eye, and to be surrounded with all that adds to the joy of living, animals and plants and what not else, and all securely sheltered behind that wall. That must be marvelous!

  Out of her vague longing there grew the idea of its possibility —and from there to the hatching of a plan was not far.

  Did she not have money enough to purchase a piece of land for herself? Was she not free to enclose herself within walls if she so pleased?

  She walked along, absorbed and as if dazzled by the images that suddenly thronged into her mind as if they had just been released, images which she had to ward off now in order to survey them.

  A house—a garden—a wall all about—somewhere in the depths of solitude—hidden far in the woods—on the shore of some lost, dark green lake. In some spot where no one could find her, where no one would suspect that she was hiding. And never again would she issue forth from those walls back into the world. Never come in contact again with the poison, the dirt, the hate and the love of that world. All her old wounds, which had so recently begun to heal, began to burn and pain her.

  Myra was so full of her plans that at luncheon she simply had to divulge them to Miss Luthardt. Not because she dared expect any sort of comprehension from Miss Luthardt, but only because she happened to be sitting next to her at table.

  “... just think, today, while I was out walking I came to a resolution; I've decided to build myself a cottage here in the neighborhood.”

  Miss Luthardt laid down her knife and fork. Such a resplendent surprise broke out on her small and withered face that her mouth remained open:

  “Really? No, not really?” she stuttered. “Isn't that nice? Isn't that just too nice for words?”

  A few minutes later all the six or eight people who were gathered there at the table were engaged in the most lively discussion on a common theme, Myra's house.

  Have you purchased your property yet? You ought to go to the mayor, the county is selling building lots. No not potatoes, in any case, not potatoes. It really doesn't pay. But strawberries, now there... Take my word for it, a goat will do everything a cow will and is far cheaper. But let me give you a word of advice, steer clear of a central heating plant and put in stoves, because if anything goes wrong in your heating system that will mean bringing workmen in from the city. I know that sort of thing—Lettuce and New Zealand spinach. Yes, it grows so lavishly! The main thing is to have a cellar dug under the whole house— A quince hedge is always very pretty. Such pretty blossoms, and useful too, and the raw fruits don't tempt passersby. The goat shed must have sufficient slope, so that the drainage will be good. You've simply got to see to that.

  Myra's head was in a whirl. It was strange and somewhat oppressive suddenly thus to become the center of this little circle. She had been taking her meals with them for some few weeks now, without ever getting beyond the most necessary formal phrases, without ever paying any attention to what the rest were saying.

  She felt a little bit as if she had allowed a delicate and precious possession to escape from her exclusive ownership, and now must stand by and see how many eager hands were playing with it and tugging it about.

  She tried to force herself to take another attitude toward the matter. And she almost succeeded. After all it was nice to see how without begging or asking one could secure so much friendly counsel from every side. And when it came to making those first inescapable visits to the mayor, to the real estate broker, to the contractor, then there would always be one or the other of these good people who would gladly volunteer to accompany her. She would not need to go alone into a strange house, nor find herself alone facing strangers, who would turn upon her with a “what is it you wish?” a situation the mere thought of which sufficed to make her heart pound.

  It transpired that one of these people who were of no concern to her, knew of an architect in the neighboring city; another suggested a lawyer who could take care of the title and the deed. A third knew the owner of the heath hill and was certain that it would be possible to acquire a piece of property there, up high above the village with a view across the broad green valley to the shimmering blue hills rising on the opposite side.

  Mrs. Kempf, the landlady with the sharp voice, sat as usual at the table and with a sour smile encouraged her guests to eat heartily, the while her close-set eyes followed every platter and by the power of suggestion alone, caused every hand that dared to seek a second helping to sink back as if paralyzed. So that it was as if by enchantment that no matter how meager the helping it always sufficed. But even Mrs. Kempf took part in this general conversation and her voice rose audibly above the babble of the others:

  “Don't go imagining that it's as simple as all that! Nowadays everybody seems to think that all he has to do is put something in the ground and the crops will just grow up to him. Farming takes skill of a kind that is not developed in an apartment house with telephone and running hot water. There when the flower boxes on the balcony need attention you just telephone for a gardener. In the country it is a real problem.”

  Myra hardly listened now to her voluntary advisers. One thought kept recurring. “To be alone,—a wall! How fine that must be, to have a wall around one and to be alone!”


  

II



Myra bought a piece of ground at a
price that seemed to her ridiculous in view of all that became her
very own. It was something beyond reality to be able to lay one's
hand on the silver bark of a slender birch and be able to feel: “My
trees! My trees!” Or to gather a bouquet of gay spring weeds out of
one's own ground and earth. Or secretly to plant a fir cone in the
earth and dream that some day a tree would arise therefrom and cast
its shade over the roof of her house.

She went out often to her property.
To greet the birches or to lie down on the tough grass and the
heather in the sun, or else to verify if perhaps the young fir
trees had not grown another finger's breadth. Sometimes she
reflected, not without a spasm of fright, that she must now come to
further decisions, that walls and house wouldn't ever just sprout
out of the ground. The negotiations with architects, gardeners,
laborers and officials lay between like so many unscalable
mountains.

And suddenly, through a trifling
event, a start was made, a decision was reached, the enterprise was
initiated.

She had been lying the whole
afternoon until late in the evening on the earth and had been
turning the pages of a book, until, bored, she had thrown it aside
and then supporting herself on her elbows she had gazed across the
fields and meadows —a long long gaze until her heart had drunk
itself full of an infinite sorrow.

Here would rise her house. Here she
would live... how many years yet? How long would she look across
this plaid cloth of brown and green fields? How often would her
eyes follow the white road, between the two rows of poplars which
lined the highway? Ever and a day her eyes would follow the course
of that railroad up and down which toy trains rolled... and never
would that road, never would those tracks bring her an infinite
joy. Never would she look out with feverish impatience for a train
that was to bring her a great joy. Never would she stare out
towards any one point of the horizon with a wild longing to be
borne there. Never would she look in the direction of the city, and
think, “behind those invisible towers is my beloved....”

The beautiful world that lay spread
out at her feet was strangely dead and empty. Myra had nothing more
to do with it. That hurt. That burned the way bitter cold can
burn....

When that evening she returned to the
house, too late for the common meal, she encountered on the rear
staircase, in the semi-darkness, Frieda, the maid. The girl seemed
much agitated and tried to hurry by. She had something wrapped up
in her apron and held it very tightly.

Myra had already gone on two steps
when the maid's belated “good evening” reached her. There was
something like a suppressed sob in the sound of that greeting. Myra
stopped and turned around. She must not go on. Perhaps the maid's
trouble was such that she could help. Myra looked at the apron and
suspected that it concealed fragments of a dish.

“What's the matter, Frieda? Any
trouble? Did you break something?”

“Oh no, Miss Rudloff,” and all the
words which had only required a gentle question to bring forth,
poured out: “Oh God no! But just imagine, I am to drown them! Yes,
I am to take them to the rain barrel. But I can't do that sort of
thing. And Senta is sure to be looking for them! Just listen to
her. Do you hear how the poor beast is whining? Why an animal like
that is almost human and can surely count to six! And me, why I
can't bear to kill a mouse, I can't kill a chicken. But Mrs. Kempf
says not to carry on so silly, and I'm not to get ideas into my
head. Then let her do it herself, since it doesn't mean anything to
her—the—the— Why just look, aren't they cunning?

The girl lifted her apron up higher
and opened it. The inside was simply crawling with tiny helpless
paws, and heavy sniffing heads, and there was a constant chirping
and piping as if from a nest of young birds.

“Good God!” said Myra. “What do you
think of that!”

The maid kneeled and spread out her
apron over Myra's lap.

With both eagerness* and timidity
Myra stretched out her hands toward that brood of warm life. She
lifted out one little beast. It lay with spread out feeble legs on
the palm of her hand and there was room to spare. Clumsily it
attempted to turn its tiny head with eyes shut so tight, and in so
doing distorted the folds of skin around its soft, naked, pink
little snout.

“For the love of God,” said Myra,
almost unstrung. “Why should this be drowned? Cats—yes I have heard
of that—but dogs? Valuable pure-bred dogs? I thought Mrs. Kempf
intended to sell them?”

“There are too many of them,” Frieda
explained sadly. “Mrs. Kempf says that Senta will not be able to
raise more than four. She took these two away. The weakest two, so
she says. For if they were to die later on she would have had all
the trouble and bother for nothing.”

Cautiously Myra drew the tips of her
fingers over the puppy's thick head and the soft velvety fur of its
back. She played with its sprawling paws, the pads of which were
like tiny cushions of rosy satin, so soft that it was enough to
frighten one.

“What can one do with such tiny
puppies, Frieda?” she asked thoughtfully.

“Mrs. Kempf says they will be dead in
a second,” the girl replied, “but I always understood that one had
to put them in a sack with a stone so that they wouldn't come up
again.”

Myra shivered.

“No, no, I mean—will they die if they
are taken away from their mother? Isn't there some way of feeding
them?”

“Goat's milk,” said Frieda, and wiped
her eyes and nose with the back of her hand. “Cow's milk gives them
worms.”

From somewhere in the house came the
noise of a door closing. The two sitting there on the steps started
as if caught in a crime. The girl was about to throw her apron over
the puppies.

“No,” said Myra and held fast to the
seam of the apron. “Come to my room, Frieda, hurry. Sh—don't make
any noise.”

“With the dogs?”

“Of course with the dogs!”



The secret nursery was the source of
much worry and much cudgeling of the brain. Frieda was untiring in
her attention and the youngsters grew apace, but Myra shivered lest
Mrs. Kempf discover the lair. She scarcely da [...]
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