
 

 

 

 

Story about a Rabbit 

 

 

 The winter Sarah went to her brother’s house, everything had died. First the trees, 

one after another on the road where she lived alone with her father. Their leaves shriveled 

and turned black, eaten from within. It looked to Sarah like a painful death. Her father 

told her it was from some sort of blight. Later in the season, when he found out about the 

cancer, he joked with her. “I’ve got the blight,” he’d say, and she would try to laugh: 

“You’ve caught it from the trees.” 

 Her friends stopped speaking to her -- they said she was preoccupied with death. 

They said she was morbid, that she was too quiet or that she talked too much, that she 

was no longer fun to be around. Sarah could not remember how to be fun. At home the 

tree in their yard withered, and her father slept.  

 Afterward, they sent her to her brother’s house, in Washington; a dark, tree-lined 

state. She expected the trees to have died when she got there. She expected to look out 

the window of the plane and see them lying in great grey-black waves, like the pictures 

she had seen of the trees on Mount St. Helens. That was in Washington. Or maybe it was 

Oregon. She didn’t know exactly where these catastrophes took place. Always on the 
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border somewhere, always in the between-lands. Sarah was relieved to see the deep green 

laid out on the white wash of snow, the tall mountains still intact.  

 Her brother lived in a house in the mountains, high up in the forest, thirty miles 

from any city. Sarah felt like Laura Ingalls as they approached the house. It looked warm 

and bright, with frosty windows and smoke rising from the chimney to merge almost 

immediately with the clouds. “This is home,” her brother said. 

 Her brother lived with his wife, a young woman with black hair and red-rimmed 

eyes. She was very thin and quiet and she moved like a bird. 

 “This is Eliza,” her brother said. “This is Sarah.” 

 Eliza frowned and held out her hand.  

 “Hello Sarah. It’s nice to meet you at last.” 

 She was wearing an apron with dark green stripes and the words “Cafe Italiano” 

on it. Sarah wondered where it had come from, and how had it come to this dark, cold 

mountain. Eliza stepped aside and motioned Sarah in. Inside the house, Sarah could see 

how old it was, with its uneven walls and sloping floors. Eliza led her to a room with a 

curtain for a door and said “This is your room. I hope it’s all right.” Sarah nodded. The 

room had flowered walls and a desk with a mirror above it. A small bed was pushed up 

against the corner. There was one window, which looked out onto a deck only inches 

below the sill. In the darkness beyond the frost-trimmed glass she could see the 

shimmering of snow on the wooden floor of the deck. She would sleep with one ear to 

the snow. 

 Sarah wanted to take a bath. The water flowed from a cistern, which collected 

years of rain-water in its great black mouth. Eliza ran the bath, filling the tub to the rim 
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and stirring the water with one hand. Sarah liked to know that she was soaking in the 

seasons of this place, heated and purified and scented with lavender bubbles from a jar 

Eliza gave her. Eliza laid out green and white towels on the back of a blue chair. 

 “John and I watch TV in the evening,” she said. “You can come in later, if you’re 

not too tired.” 

 Sarah waited till the heat left the water and began to retreat from the air. The 

towel was warm and thick, not like the towels they’d had at home, worn from years of 

rubbing. She put on a flannel night gown, given to her by her father the Christmas before 

he died. It reached down to her toes and made her feel like she was floating in a tent of 

warmth.  

 “All clean?” John asked and she nodded. 

 “You can sit over here with me,” Eliza said, and removed a few pillows from the 

couch. “It’s just ‘Cops.’ We watch it sometimes, when there’s nothing else on.” 

 “It’s ok,” Sarah said, and tucked her feet up under the billowing nightgown. “I’ll 

watch anything.” 

 That night, when Eliza and John had gone to bed next door, she could hear their 

voices through the wall. She knew that Eliza was frightened of her. 

 “She’s so old,” Eliza said. “I thought she’d be a child.” 

 “She’s only ten,” her brother said. “That’s still a child.” 

 “I just don’t know if I can be a mother,” Eliza said. 

 “Well,” John said, “she’s never had one. She won’t miss it now.” 

 After they had been silent for some time, Sarah turned her ear to the snow and 

slept.  
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 When she awoke, the moon was high and the stars were sprinkled like powdered 

sugar across the sky. They made her think of the cakes her Grandmother used to make, 

chocolate cakes from scratch. Just after they had come out of the oven, when they were 

still moist with steam, she would lay a paper doily across the top and sprinkle it with 

powdered sugar. When she lifted off the doily the cake looked like it had been carved 

with a thin, white filigree. Sarah wondered if her brother had ever eaten one of their 

grandmother’s cakes. 

 She sat up in bed to see the stars more clearly. There were millions of them, many 

more than she had ever seen in Chicago, more than in the summer. Billions even.  

 She wasn’t sure what drew her attention back to earth, but when she looked down 

she saw the form immediately, a hunched black figure against the snow, rounded like the 

pillows on the sofa. It was an animal, she was sure, but what it was exactly, she could not 

tell. It didn’t seem to have any identifying features in its silhouette, just lumpiness. But 

she could see that it was shivering. Even in the blackness, she could see that, each quiver 

echoing across the water-smooth surface of the snow. She opened the window and 

climbed outside. The snow was surprisingly soft under foot and the air felt like a dip in 

the ocean. The animal didn’t move. 

 It was a rabbit, she could see that now, its ears folded back against its body, its fur 

flattened. When it allowed her to touch it, to stroke the icy softness of its back, she knew 

that it was freezing to death. Even a city girl knew that wild animals didn’t just sit there 

when you slipped off your flannel nightgown and wrapped them in it. She carried the 

rabbit back through the window, and then carried it to the door of her brother’s room.  

 Eliza answered her knock. 
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 “Good heavens,” she said. “What on earth are you doing in your underwear? 

What’s that you have?” 

 Sarah unwrapped the frightened creature slowly, showing Eliza the quivering 

nose, the shaking body. 

 “Poor little thing,” Eliza said. “It must be half-frozen to let you pick it up. Bring it 

into the kitchen.” 

 There they laid it on the table, nestled in Sarah’s nightgown.  

 “I’ve never seen a rabbit here before,” Eliza said. “You must have brought it with 

you, like some people bring the weather.” 

 Sarah stroked the rabbit’s back. Its fur was softer than her own skin. 

 Eliza warmed some milk on the stove. 

 “Will it like that?” Sarah asked. 

 “I don’t know,” Eliza said. “We’ll try it.” 

 The rabbit lapped it from a saucer for a moment, its whiskers scattered with milk 

drops. “He looks like he’s been dusted with sugar,” Eliza said. 

 “Or stars,” said Sarah. 

 “Yes,” Eliza said. “I hadn’t thought of that.” 

 They tried to put him in a box, but the rabbit was awake now, with warm milk in 

its stomach. It kicked and scratched and tried to get away.  

 “We’ll have to put it back outside, I guess.” Eliza said. 

 “But won’t it freeze to death?” Sarah asked. 

 “Sometimes they do, I suppose,” Eliza said. “You just have to let life get on with 

itself, if you see what I mean. We did what we could for it.” She went to find a towel. 
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 “We could put it out by the garage,” Sarah suggested when Eliza returned. “It 

might go in there if it got too cold.” 

 “That’s a good idea,” Eliza said. “You can take it out there, once I have it 

wrapped up. Put your gown back on, and then you can put on my gloves and that woolly 

hat by the door, and those rubber boots to keep your feet warm.” 

 Sarah watched as Eliza wrapped the rabbit in a green and white towel, just like 

the one she had wrapped herself in when she had dried off from her bath. She smoothed 

out her night gown and put it over her head. The flannel that rested against her stomach 

was warm from the rabbit’s body. She pressed it against her skin for a moment, then 

found the outdoor clothes and slipped them on. Eliza helped her put on a coat and then 

handed her the rabbit. When Sarah stepped outside, Eliza waited by the door. 

 The garage was only a few steps from the house, but the big boots made it 

difficult to walk. The rabbit twitched in her arms, restlessly. When she had reached the 

garage, Sarah placed the rabbit on the ground and unwrapped the towel. As she waited 

for it to move, she felt the warmth of its body leave her chest and arms. It seemed to her 

to stay still too long on the pearled ground, so she clapped her hands. The sound echoed 

through the darkness, beyond her circle of light. The rabbit started and fled, its tail 

flashing against the brown of its body, then blending into the night. She watched it dart 

away, into the encroaching forest, then turned back to the house. Eliza leaned against the 

door frame, her thin body outlined in gold.  

 “It left so quickly,” Sarah said. “It won’t even stay in the garage now.” 

 “That’s ok,” Eliza said. “At least it knows where to come for warm milk and 

sympathy.” 
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 Sarah laughed and waited while Eliza fluffed her pillow and turned up the heat in 

her room. The bed was warm and Sarah was tired now. 

 “Quite a first day,” Eliza said. “You should sleep soundly now.” 

 “I’ll try,” Sarah said. Eliza smiled and let down the curtain that was the door. 

Sarah settled in and thought of her rabbit, the one she had brought with her, like the 

weather. Maybe she had brought the snow that froze the rabbit as well. She didn’t know. 

When she slept it was with one ear to the deck, listening to the snow, listening for the 

rabbit to return. 


