Herr und Frau
The shop was in the covered street in the Hofburg area of Vienna very close to the Spanish Riding school. My friend, Suzy, and I were traveling with my husband and some friends who ran an investment tour group. We were along for the ride and since we didn’t have to go to financial lectures, amused ourselves by wandering the streets. 
This particular day was a warm afternoon in May of 1984.  Suzy and I had just come out of a performance of the Lipizzaner Stallions at the Spanish Riding School. We exited blinking into the sunlight and headed for a tall archway, entrance to a covered walk. We marveled at the delicate iron grillwork sitting over our heads like a huge tiara or the lavish ornamentation on an eighteenth-century royal carriage. 
The air was cooler in the vaulted arcade. Not far from where we entered Suzy spotted a small shop in the wall. She stopped abruptly at a display of mounted butterflies in the window. 
“Ohhh,” she said, “Look at the butterflies! I have to go in!” 
The little bell above the door jingled as we stepped into another time.  There was a lengthy silence as we adjusted our eyes, then a thin dry voice said, “Guten tag”.  The sound came from a tiny antique woman who had come through an interior door after the bell tinkled its warning.  The part of her we could see was dressed in a white blouse and cranberry sweater with a colorful Tyrolean pattern near the buttons. Her white hair was pinched in a bun at the back of her head. Neither Suzy nor I spoke German so we nodded “Hello”. This must be the owner, I thought. She looked too old to be an employee.  I scanned the store. It was dim and dusty like a dressing table whose brushes and combs hadn’t been disturbed for many years. Its unusual layout was more like a hall than a shop. It had a very high ceiling and dozens of shelves along the facing wall. In the middle of the floor a long counter ran the length of the room leaving just enough space for a customer to stand in front and a clerk behind. Weak lighting on the ceiling did little to brighten the merchandize which seemed an odd collection of items. The shelves were packed with boxes and tins, bottles, and folded cloth. Many items seemed to be specimens and objects from nature. The butterfly array was extensive, and Suzy was giving it her full attention.
“My mom would love this,” she said pointing to one with iridescent blue wings. I peered into the case. It was six inches wide and looked fragile.
“How are you going to carry this through Europe without crushing it?” I asked. Was she crazy??
“I don’t know. I’ll do something,” was her vague reply. She continued shopping for insects.
Always better at languages than I, she was trying to communicate with the woman but without much luck. All I could remember was “Wunderbar” which I said repeatedly. Suzy made her final selection and indicated to the old woman that she’d like to pay for them. There was a phrase in German and she went back through the inner door. Suzy and I conferred about how she was going to carry her treasures. A few minutes passed and an even older man shuffled into the room with the woman behind him. He didn’t look up, just moved slowly to the counter where there was an ink blotter, paper, and pencil. This must be the lady’s husband. They were Herr and Frau, that much was now clear but what could such an old, stooped man possibly do in a store?  She spoke to him. In slow motion he took a pencil and put it to the paper.  He must be calculating the charge, I thought. Then as we watched in amazement, Herr seemed to freeze with his nose nearly on the counter. There he stayed hardly moving for many long seconds, maybe a minute. Suzy and I looked at each other. “Is he dead?” She whispered.  
But Herr was still breathing. An English-speaking man came into the store and rescued us, interpreting Suzy’s desires and explaining that the woman had been a professor at the University and now stocked items for students studying the sciences. 
I loved Frau’s kindness to her fading husband, her deference. Suzy got her butterflies; I got a sweet memory.
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