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CHAPTER ONE





Ellen wrote her name in the air with her finger, Ellen Chesser, leaning forward and writing on the horizontal plane. Beside her in the wagon her mother huddled under an old shawl to keep herself from the damp, complaining, ‘We ought to be a-goen on.’


‘If I had all the money there is in the world,’ Ellen said, slowly, ‘I’d go along in a big red wagon and I wouldn’t care if it taken twenty horses to pull it along. Such a wagon as would never break down.’ She wrote her name again in the horizontal of the air.


‘Here’s a Gipsy wagon broke down!’ Some little boys ran up to the blacksmith shop, coming out of the field across the road. ‘Oh, Alvin, come on, here’s horse-swappers broke down,’ one called.


Ellen’s father was talking with a farmer, and the boys were staring, while the blacksmith pecked from time to time with his tools, the sounds muffled in the wet air. A voice complained, ‘We ought to be a-goen on.’


The farmer said that he would pay three dollars a day for work that week. Henry Chesser stood with one foot on the hub of the wagon, thinking over the offer, drifting, his slow speech a little different from the farmer’s slow speech.


‘I look for rain again tonight,’ the farmer said, ‘and tomorrow will be a season. This is likely the last season we’ll have, and so, as I say, I’ll pay for help and I’ll pay right. But the man I hire has got to work. Three dollars a day you can have. You can take it or leave it. As I say you can have three dollars and that-there house over in the place to stay in. It’s a good tight house. Leaks a little, hardly to speak of.’


Ellen and her mother sat still on the wagon while Henry decided. Later they drove up the wet road, following the farmer, who rode a sleek horse.


As night came they brought the bedding in from the wagon and prepared to sleep on the floor. Henry tied his two horses to a locust tree off by the creek and these began at once to eat the grass about their feet, biting hurriedly. Ellen was told to lie beside her mother on the quilts, her father lying beyond. The strangeness of the house troubled her, the smell of rats and soot. When she lay on the floor in the dark beside her snoring parents, she thought of Tessie, gone on in the wagon with Jock, sleeping she could not think where that night but not far off, on the road to Rushfield, in some open space by a bridge, perhaps, with the Stikes wagon near, and Screw Brook and Connie a little way on down the pike, the horses grazing about wherever they could. She would have something to tell Tessie when her father’s wagon overtook the others. She recited in her mind the story of the adventure as she would tell it. Her thin, almost emaciated body fitted flat against the cabin floor, lying flatter and thinner than the tall bent woman stretched out beside her.


‘After you-all went the blacksmith worked on our wagon tongue a long spell before he got it fixed. A farmer came up alongside the wagon and talked to Pappy about work in his patch. You could smell the iron when it went in the tub red hot and you could smell horse hoof. I saw you-all’s wagon go on down the road till it got round and a sight littler and seemed like anybody’s wagon a-goen anywheres. The country all around got little and narrow and I says to myself, “The world’s little and you just set still in it and that’s all there is. There ain’t e’er ocean,” I says, “nor e’er city nor e’er river nor e’er north pole. There’s just the little edge of a wheat field and a little edge of a blacksmith shop with nails on the ground, and there’s a road a-goen off a little piece with puddles of water a-standen, and there’s mud,” I says. When it rained Mammy pulled up the storm sheet. The farmer kept a-walken up and down and a-looken at the sky. “I need a hand tomorrow and I’m a-goen to pay well,” he says. He’d put his hands inside his pockets and say, “You can take it or leave it.” And then he climbed up on his big black critter and made like he was gone. “If that-there gal’s any good a-worken she can have twenty-five cents a hour, and the woman too.” Pappy said, “I don’t allow to work my old woman. The youngone can. She can do a sight in a day.” Then towards dark we went down the pike and off up a little dirt road to the house the farmer said we could have all night, and we dragged our bed in on the floor. It was a poor trash house. There was water a-runnen down the wall by the chimney flue and a puddle on the floor off on the yon side of the fireplace, but we kept dry. You could hear the rain all night a-fallen on the roof and a-drippen on the floor, and it was a fair sound. The house was a one-room house, an o’nary place, but before night I saw a cubbyhole against the chimney and a cubbyhole is good to put away in. The chimney was made outen rocks and it had soot smells a-comen outen it, and there was negro smells a-comen out from back in the corners. When it came on to rain Pappy went out and put the critters under a shed.’


The next morning a mist was spreading over the farm, but the rain was over. As soon as he had eaten from the supply of food in the wagon, Henry went off without a word. Ellen watched him cross the creek at the water gap and go up the fencerow toward the farmhouse. Her mother sat in the door of the cabin and waited.


‘If you’re a mind to drap you better be a-goen up there,’ she said. ‘You better leave your shoes behind you. Baccer setten is a muddy time.’


Ellen hid her shoes in the wagon. She took off her outer skirt, a dark blue garment, and folded it neatly over the shoes, for Tessie had given her the skirt. The garment removed, she stood clothed in a drab-green waist and a short grey cotton petticoat. She went up the fencerow, the way her father had gone, shy at being between fences, at being penned in a field, a little uncomfortable for the beans and bacon she had eaten, uncertain as to which way to go and as to what was expected of her.


At the top of the field she found the labourers assembled. The farmer had drawn plants out of the bed earlier in the morning, and he gave a basket of these to Ellen, showing her how to drop them along the rows, how to space them by an accurate guess. The men who set the plants into the ground followed her. They made a hole in the soft earth with a round stick and pushed the plant into the hole, squeezing the mud about it with the left hand, bending along the rows, almost never straightening from row end to row end. Ellen walked ahead of the men, dropping a plant first to right and then to left, completing the farmer’s field and leading a procession over a rolling hill, her bare feet, red from the sun and the dew, sinking into the mud where the field lay lowest. Her father and a grown boy named Ezra were those who worked behind her. In the mid-morning her mother came slowly, aimlessly, up the fencerow. The farmer offered her twenty-five cents an hour to take his place at the plant bed. ‘You could sit here on this board and be right comfortable and be earnen a little pin money besides. There won’t be more’n a hour or two of it and then a rest.’


‘I might work for a spell,’ she said.


At noon they sat under a tree by a fence and waited until food was brought from the farmhouse. The farmer himself came with a basket, his wife following with a coffeepot and some cups. The farmer displayed his offering, bread and pieces of ham dripping hot. There was milk to go in the cups after the coffee and there were fried potatoes and stewed peas. The farmer’s wife stayed only a moment, mopping her face, and the farmer said, pointing to the basket, ‘Here’s a pie when you-all are ready for it, and if anybody wants any more helpens all he has to do is to ask. I always feed my hands well.’ Then he too went back up to the house.


Their fingers were brown on the white bread. They ate shyly, making at first as if they hardly cared to eat at all, picking meagrely at the bread, letting the peas stand untasted in the tin pail. Ezra said:


‘I allow you-all are foreigners.’


‘We are on our way a-travellen. We are a-looken for a good place to settle down,’ Henry said.


‘Is the place where you-all come from a far piece from here?’


‘A right far piece.’


‘I allow you-all been all the way maybe to Green County, or maybe to Hardin or Larue.’


‘Larue! I been all the way to Tennessee and then on to Georgia.’


An expression of wonder.


‘I been all the way to Tennessee and then on to Georgia and back once and on to Tennessee once again. Me and my old woman and that-there gal there, all three of us. Say, old woman, I’m plum a fool about peas. Let’s have some outen that bucket there.’


‘But before that I lived in Taylor County,’ Henry said after the peas had been eaten. After the hour spent by the tree the work went forward again. Ellen caught the rhythm of her task and rested upon it, gaining thus a chance to look about her a little. The farmhouse stood off among tall trees, a yellow shape with points here and there, two red chimneys budding out of the roof. In her mind the house touched something she almost knew. The treetops above the roof, the mist in the trees, the points of the roof, dull colour, all belonging to the farmer, the yellow wall, the distance lying off across a rolling cornfield that was mottled with the wet and traced with lines of low corn – all these touched something settled and comforting in her mind, something like a drink of water after an hour of thirst, like a little bridge over a stream that ran out of a thicket, like cool steps going up into a shaded doorway. That night she lay again on the quilts on the cabin floor beside her mother. Her shoulders ached from carrying the basket all day and her feet were sore from the sun and the mud. Until two weeks before, when her father had bought her shoes at a country store, she had gone barefoot for many months, and her feet were tough and hard, but the mud had eaten into the flesh. When she had returned from the field at sundown she had found that someone had stolen her shoes from the wagon. Her folded skirt had been thrown aside and the shoes were gone, but nothing else had been taken. Lying on the quilts she thought again of Tessie. Her closed eyes saw again the objects of the day in the field, the near mud over which she bent, her feet pulling in and out of it, little grains of soil swimming past her tired eyes. The farmer was there with his stiff legs and square butt, bending over the plant bed, urging everyone forward, trying to be both familiar and commanding. Across the mud and the swimming grains of soil ran his yellow house, off past trees, ran mist, roof-shapes, bobolinks over a meadow, blackbirds in locust trees, bumblebees dragging their bodies over red clover.


‘Nine hours I worked and made two dollars and a quarter, but shoes cost two dollars. I’ll have a heap to tell Tessie.’


A faint sinking came to her breast. What if her father couldn’t catch up with Jock after he left Rushfield? She knew that Jock did not care whether he caught up or not, that Henry was but a meek hanger-on of the cavalcade, unbelonging. Her father’s voice came back, floating under the spell of the farmer, ‘Monday is a court day in Rushfield and I can’t very well see my way clear to work that day. I got a right smart to do in town a Monday. I got to meet my partner…’ Henry’s voice, wavering. Then the farmer, ‘Now see here. I’m afeared the season can’t last over to Tuesday. I can’t work my hands on a Sunday. Some men can but by golly I’m placed so’s I can’t. I’ll give you four dollars to stay and set for me Monday and the gal thirty cents a hour…’


The grains of dust floated before her weary eyes, under the lids, and flecks of mud caked into heavy lumps, impeding and clodding. Ants walked over the warm mud and worms lay dead in the sun or turned crawling back into the soil.


It was not until Sunday that Henry Chesser brought the grub box in from the wagon. Nellie, his wife, set out the things on the mantel over the fireplace, and she and Ellen built a fire and cooked over it, frying bacon and making a corn pone. Henry turned his two horses into the pasture at the farmer’s suggestion. After he had eaten of the bacon and the pone, Henry lay on the ground in the shade of the house and Nellie sat in the doorway watching the yellow lane down which a few people passed during the morning. She began to smoke a cob pipe, wheedling the tobacco from her husband. When they were quiet, Ellen went off through the underbrush along the creek and waded across the stream behind a screen of willows. She saw her work of yesterday, ragged and new, the plants set where she had dropped them. Today it would rain again and tomorrow there would be the rest of the field to plant. She could hear the loud cackling of the hens over toward the barn and the farmer’s house, a high fluted sound spreading over the farm. She saw Mr Hep Bodine – the farmer – stroll down the fencerow beside the tobacco, looking at his field, stopping to look, walking jerkily on. He wore a pale shirt that stuck out of his vest stiffly – his Sunday clothes. She hid in a thick clump of brush until he went back up the hill, for she was afraid he might ask her what she was doing, or he might order her back to the cabin. Sometimes men cursed her when she walked on their land – ‘You damned little road rat, get out of here.’ Mr Hep might not; he was going to pay her thirty cents an hour tomorrow to drop plants for his men, but she felt safer in the brush.


‘If only some o’nary trash hadn’t stole my shoes,’ she said when a thorn drove into her heel and sent cold quivers of pain to the very roots of her hair. She bit hard at her cheeks and lips and waited until the tremors passed out of her flesh. ‘It’s o’nary to steal,’ she said.


‘It’s right low down, now, right wrong. You dasn’t steal from your own set. That-there would be awful wrong, and I reckon it’s wrong nohow. It’s wrong to the folks that lose the stuff and that makes it come around wrong to the body that takes it. Only if a man’s got so much he never misses what you take, why then it seems like it might maybe not be wrong, only you can’t tell whe’r a man is a-goen to miss it or not and so it’s wrong, I reckon, no matter.’


A deeper whisper came in her mind suddenly, so sharp as to have the force of another speaker: ‘What about the times you took things yourself? Eggs sometimes, more’n often. What about the chicken? Wood, if you call that-there stealen?’


‘Pappy don’t steal, not a lick, nor Joe and Jock. If they did they’d get put in jail and it takes a sight of money to get outen jail. The Stikes youngones are always a-finden things. If they see a thing it’s lost for sure and they find it right off.’ She liked to dwell on this last idea to deny the hard voice any interval for speech.


‘Sometimes you been a-finden things,’ it rolled out, unbidden. Her brain felt very cold and hard. Cold spread back to the base of her head. She had found things. Tessie knew, or maybe Tessie knew. But sometimes it was so cold they must have a fire, her mind argued with its knowledge. Oh, bitter burning in fingers that were like sticks, shivering body and no underwear. Cold, even in Tennessee, but warm when one got under the covers, other bodies lying close. But the eggs and the chicken, that was more. You had to go out of your way to get them. That was just plain stealing any way you looked at it.


‘But you have to eat. Your belly makes you do it,’ her lips said.


The land lay rolling in large plates, some of them green with high wheat, some faintly crisscrossed with corn rows, some in pasture. She kept among the bushes as long as she could, going toward the house by indirect ways. She found some wild strawberries in an upper pasture on a hillside and many of these she ate as she passed. Higher up a fenceline she came to a wild apple tree with little knotty green apples hanging, and she ate two of these, wishing for salt. The yellow house allured her but she dared not approach it directly. She wondered if the farmer knew about the dull roof, now sharp in the sun, and if he knew how the yellow gables came out of the tree boughs, all set and still, fixed behind boughs, gables fitting into each other, snug and firm. Going up and down roads she had seen many houses, the angles turning with the turning of roads. Up the fence tangle, creeping and worming, she went now, to lie at last among tall weeds just beyond the vegetable garden. A horse, hitched to a two-seated buggy, was tied to a post beside the house. At the side doorstep a shepherd dog lay in the sun, but once he lifted his head and growled lazily. After a little the farmer and two women came from the house and climbed into the buggy, calling impatiently to someone.


Then a girl hurried out and climbed into the buggy beside the man. There was a brief dispute and an argument with gestures, and then the girl got down from her seat and went crossly into the house.


‘No use to lock the front door,’ she called back.


‘Every last one,’ the farmer said, making his voice sharp and loud. ‘It pays not to take chances with people like that on the place.’


The girl came out of the side door, locking it after her. She hid the key under the doorstep, brushing aside the old dog to tilt the step a little. Then she drew on long gloves and climbed into the buggy again, and the farmer pulled the lines tight and drove away. They were going to church; they had little black Bibles in their hands.


Ellen pushed her brown bare feet through the tall grass and snaked her way down the fence to the front of the garden. She could see the front wall of the house now as well as the side, and the trees that had belonged to the gables when she had seen the house from the field now stood off along a fence to the rear. They no longer attached themselves to the house, but rather they grew in a row along a barnlot enclosure and held a wire fence. There was no avenue reaching up from the highroad and no shrubs grew near the stark yellow walls. The paint was hard and sharp in the sun. She remembered sweeping avenues outlined with trees, reaching back from roads she had travelled in the wagon. She remembered vines on walls and high shrubs and rose arbours, peeped at through fences or snatched in quick visions from over palings or hedges.


‘Hep Bodine’s got a poor trash sort of house,’ she said. She stuck out her tongue at the yellow wall and made three ugly faces at the bare prim lawn. She laughed a long laugh at Hep Bodine, and when she had finished she laughed another long ugly laugh at Hep Bodine’s wife. Then she turned away from their premises, singing a jargon of many phrases that were remembered for the pictures they preserved or the tones they carried. 








Hounds on my track,


Chicken on my back.


Oh, Brother Andrew have you got a G fiddle string?


Oh, Brother Andrew, have you got a G string?’











She was walking down the upper pasture, bending back and stepping high, her feet cringing at the hot stones but her body setting them down without heed or mercy. She played a short while with one of the colts in the enclosure, making friends with him easily, for she knew the ways of horses. She knew why he kicked up his heels and ran a little way, and she knew what his soft muzzle meant in her hand and what his soft biting lips and his tossing forelock. She kissed his forehead with her forehead, pushing hard. She ran with him down the pasture, screaming and jeering a wild man-animal talk, forgetting her fear of fences which enclosed land. When she remembered and went back to the brush, the colt followed her there. She knew little of the cows that grazed about in the pasture, knew only horses and dogs, the animals of roads.


A pain lay in her chest, under her breath, tokening something impending. There was something to do, something to happen. She thought that if she only had some bread or an egg she would not go to the cabin at all during the day, for she knew what there was to eat, beans and fat bacon – old bread. If only she had an egg, cool and juicy. You could slip in your hand and take an egg. The creek came out of a steep valley that was grown with bushes and trees, making a ravine which wound back into the hills. She saw into the curves of the ravine and went slowly over the creek sand, thinking: your hand would slip into the straw and there would be the egg. Blackbirds were chiming in the trees at the edge of the tobacco field and the bobolinks of yesterday were still busy over the meadow. Up in the narrow ravine she sat with her feet in the water, as still as stone, waiting for the life which her coming had disturbed to return. Presently a snake came out from under a white rock, making a sigh in a tuft of water grass. It went off down-stream, flowing more quickly than the water. Your hand would glide in over the straw and you would hardly know when it happened, she thought, and then the egg would be running down your throat. She watched the grey water bugs walking in the sandy mud under the still pool. They floated more than they walked and they made faint trails in the slime. Where the water ran over a stone it had a low purring sound like children talking far off, little children saying,








I found one.


I found one too.


Look at mine!











Her mind lay back among the people she had left two days before; the people made a certainty which spread back of her strange new sensations that were derived from the fields. Scraps of talk, lodged in mind, loomed out now in unprecedented moments.


‘Eleven. They’ve got eleven youngones, eleven brats now.’


‘What they think they are? White rats? Belgium hares?’


This was Screw and Connie and their talk. Screw and Connie in a fight Tuesday, talking loud and throwing things. Screw whipped Connie and knocked her down often, and then she would hide her razor in her dress and swear she would kill him when he came back, but, next day, she would be washing his dirty shirt in the creek and singing a song:








And I fancied I could trace


Just a tear on her dear face…











She was thinking about Connie and Screw when she climbed over a water gap and went higher up the creek. A hunger pulled at her inner part in spite of the strawberries and the two green apples, and this hunger she could separate from the pain that lay under her breath, but she did not wish to go back to the cabin and see her father and mother, the one lying leg-weary in the shade, the other sitting listlessly in the door, smoking the pipe. When her father waked they would talk a little:


‘Wonder where Jock and Joe is by today?’


‘On the road down below Rushfield a piece. I could catch up in three hours or a little more if I was of a mind to.’


‘And Eva Stikes as like as not has got on her red head rag and is a-tellen fortunes to the Briartown niggers.’


‘And her hoop earbobs on, maybe.’


‘And Tessie is a-palaveren, wherever she is. I never see such a vigorous woman to palaver.’


Her mother and father whipped her for running off to Tessie’s wagon. Now she sat by the water of a pool, stirring the mud with a stick and thinking of Tessie. Tessie was always ready to take notice. ‘Hear that-there redbird!’ she’d say, and she would walk like a street parade when she told about a circus. Her eyes would round big when she would say, ‘Oh, Grannie, what makes your ears so big? To hear you the better, my child.’ She was all for tree-shaded avenues and stone gateposts and people walking down to sundials to tell the time of day, and even for horses they bought and sold every week. ‘I don’t know what you see in that-there old carcass,’ Jock would say, and Tessie would be rubbing the critter’s nose and looking into his eyes. She was married to Jock, Jock West; some said she was only taken-up with him, like Screw and Connie. The cathedral at Nashville, a great church, came into her mind. Once Tessie slipped her away and took her there to see – it was twittering candles and great music running down suddenly into little music and people swaying all together until there was a river running through the church, up and down, and her heart surged in her breast. She and Tessie sat on a back seat watching. Another time they had stood beyond a paling when a white-robed man called in a voice rich with music, ‘Oh, Brother Andrew, have you got a G string?’ Some nights sitting around the fire Tessie was so shiny you could hardly take your eyes off her… Hanging her clothes up on a wire fence to dry, stepping quick, no shoes and stockings on. ‘Tessie is our kind of folks,’ she said.


She stirred the mud with a forked stick, thinking of Tessie’s voice, hard and tight in a curse, pushing the curse down at all four corners and holding it steady, coming not often – Tessie was full of ways and plans and she did not have to curse much. But sometimes when a wagon stuck in the mud and they could never budge it for a whole day, then she did, and once when Connie said she was sweet on Screw. ‘God Almighty for God’s sake! A damn little I think of Screw. Thick neck! Always a-knocken down. Connie can have Screw. Damn Screw!’


Ellen went further up the creek, jumping from white stone to white stone, feeling safe in the narrow ravine hidden among the willow bushes. She heard quails calling over in the fields, and farm sounds came into the hollow, a calf or a mule crying out. After a little she knew that the farmer had come back from church; sounds heard less than felt told her this, echoes in the hillside, screen doors slamming in the right-hand bushes and rocks. She found a dead snake still bloody from his wounds and this made her think of the man Screw had killed – blood and the breath gone out. She turned the snake over and over to see it writhe, pity and wonder and cruelty in her mind. Screw had killed a man. Haldeen Stikes said he had killed two, but you never dared speak of it even if you called it one. Her father had whipped her once for asking, ‘Did Screw kill a man?’


The day clouded over and rain gathered in the sky. Ellen lay on a large rocky shelf, tired from wandering. Her thin flanks sank against the white stone and her stringy legs quivered with their exhaustion. Her closed eyes saw the book out of which Eva Stikes had learned to tell the fortunes, a little green book, rolled at the corners and dirty, smelling of snuff-dip. Eva had sent ten cents for it; it had come from Batavia, Illinois. ‘Gives lucky and unlucky days, interprets dreams, tells fortunes by all methods, cards, palmistry, tea-cup zodialogy,’ was printed on the paper cover. The picture on the back of the fortune book looked very much like Eva herself, for Eva’s mouth sank together where her teeth were gone. Tessie knew all about Eva’s youngones; she had six dead, but four were living. A high thin voice and a low deep voice took turns in memory:








‘Mammy, I want to eat.’


‘Well, go to the grub box.’


‘There ain’t e’er bite there, I been.’


‘Well, ask Joe Stikes to feed you, he’s your daddy.’











Henry Chesser drove the mower up and down the clover field, cutting the hay for Mr Bodine. Ellen lay on a bed of the cut grass under a cloudy sky and rested her tired muscles, her mind at ease, her body glad for the day of rest before the long jolting of the wagon should begin again. She looked at the clover narrowly, minutely, trying to see it as ants see, as bees. She piled cool clover on her face and felt the smell come and go until sense was drugged and there was no odour left in the blossoms. Henry was singing as he drove the clinking instrument up and down the field, his song coming when the machine ran easily along the clear sweeps of hay and checking itself when the horses turned and the blades must be matched to the uncut corners. She was amused to hear her father singing loud and rolling out long high ‘ohs’ to keep the song a little longer in his mouth.








As I went up the new-cut road,


Tired team and a heavy load – oh…


Cracked my whip and the leader sprung,


Bid farewell to the wagon tongue – oh…











She would be telling Tessie about the hay field, perhaps tomorrow, at any rate by the day after. ‘Warm smells a-steamen up and a lark a-singen when he hopped up on a snag tree, and Pappy a-whistlen when the team goes down the field. A hay field is a good singen place now. But a baccer patch, who wants to be a-singen in baccer! I just wish you could ’a’ seen Pappy a-sitten up big on that-there rake and a-whistlen to fair split his sides. I didn’t say e’er a word or let on like I hear. If I’d taken notice he would ’a’ shut right up. I never in life hear Pap sing so hard before.’


The day went slowly, warmth, idleness, weariness that passed with the turning of the shadows until, when the chimney birds came darting about the cabin ridge, the world lay clearly seen through clear eyes, lay heavy with colour, lying back outstretched upon its own colour and way. The leaves hung still on the locust tree, or they moved a little. The lane ran down to the highroad, clear to see, easy to go. Ellen stood about the stone step, without a care, without a wish, or she walked into the cabin past the cooking fire, ready for something more and passive for the next happening. In the early dusk Mr Bodine and Henry came talking beside the cabin door.


‘I’ll give you twenty dollars a month in cash money and the house rent-free to live in and I’ll furnish you-all with your lard and side meat and wheat for flour, all at a cost figure. I’ll keep your horses till you can sell to suit you. They can run on pasture for a spell, till the end of July, nohow. You can have all the wood you-all need to burn. Twenty dollars in cash money.’ Henry was being offered the tenant’s place on the farm.


‘You can have a garden patch here by the creek. Time enough to plant some truck, and I’ll give a day off from farm work to let you put it in. That-there gal can keep it hoed and keep the weeds out.’


Inside the cabin Ellen stood listening while her immediate future was being arranged, little darts of pain shooting out from the inner recesses of abdomen and chest, anger making a fever in her blood.


‘I’m not a-goen to stay here. I want to go with Tessie. I’m a-goen where Tessie is.’ She murmured it out of her catching breath, growing bolder as her fear grew. ‘I’m a-goen where Tessie goes. We can’t stay here.’ She caught her mother’s arm to insist. ‘We can’t stay. I have to go.’


‘You think you’re the boss of this-here place? The boss of your pappy? I’ll skin you alive if I hear e’er word more outen you.’ There was a dark quarrel and Ellen was shaken and slapped.


‘I want to go…’


‘I’ll skin the hide offen you…’


‘We can’t stay. We have to go. I have to be where Tessie…’


Nellie leaned over the fire, turning the frying meat, her broken hair hanging in oily strings around her forehead. Ellen wanted to plunge the knife she held in her hand into the bent head, and the recognition of her want tore her mind in two. She began to scream. The cries brought her father, who slapped her with his hands and sent her up the ladder to the loft room above. She had slept there the night before and her old quilt lay on the floor where she had left it.


In the morning she came down the ladder hungry and whipped, degraded, grateful for any companionship. She cried softly when her mother gave her food, a pone of bread and a piece of bacon, and these she ate sitting in the doorway near her mother, who was smoking tranquilly, words edging their way out from her mouth between the lips and the pipestem from time to time.


‘Your pappy went to work soon after sunup… It’ll be right good to settle down for a spell… You’ll like liven here right well after you get used to the ways of the place.’ Ellen knew that she could not stay. She had no thought of staying, no picture of herself as keeping there, in the doorstep, going the paths. But she dared make no answer. She ate her bread, her hunger eager for it, her head turned aside. ‘Your pappy and mammy don’t belong to that-there parcel of road trash, nohow,’ Nellie would say… ‘Your pappy is a farmen man… Don’t you recollect how we was a-moven to Nelson County when he caught up with Jock?… Travellen the road is one o’nary life. You’ll like right well after you get broke to the ways of the place, right well.’


A day for planting the garden was allowed Henry before the week was over, and he prepared the soil for beans and corn. Ellen stood by, subdued, obeying readily, even watching his hands to anticipate his want. She dropped the corn into the hills, three grains to the place, her mind full of pity for the corn, pity for her father.


‘Now get the hoe,’ Henry said.


She brought the hoe, handing it gently across the corn hill. She waited abjectly for her father’s next wish, her eyes on the clods or on her father’s feet where they sank into the cloddy soil.


‘If you water your garden and keep the weeds down you’ll have a right sharp parcel of truck here in no time,’ Henry said. ‘You’ll be right proud of your garden after a spell. Look at that-there toad-frog…’ He had brought some tomato plants down from the farmhouse garden and these he planted beyond the corn, watering their roots with the water Ellen carried from the creek in a large tin pail. ‘When these-here grow a spell you set a stake alongside. Now fetch more water.’ Ellen watched all his processes and obeyed his directions, thinking nothing, feeling nothing but the great out-reaching pity into which she was spread, pity for the water sinking into the dust, pity for the soil that turned unwillingly and sprawled abjectly apart, for Henry’s hands leaping with the hoe, for his voice, ‘Look at that-there old toad-frog…’





At the end of June Henry had gone to town to buy things for his family, driving his team hitched to the wagon. He came back with some iron cooking utensils, a kitchen table, and a cot bed for Ellen. The farmer had sold him an old wooden bed for himself and Nellie and this now stood in the cabin room opposite the fireplace. Ellen’s bed was placed in the loft room above, a sloping chamber of one window which was closed by a rough wooden shutter during storms but left open at all other times. Ellen went up the ladder to her bedroom on light arms and legs, first a hand up and then a foot, wheeling over and over. The new bed filled her with a pleasurable excitement whenever she thought of it, even in mid-morning when she chopped the wood for the dinner fire, even when she hoed lightly about the cornhills to cut the grass and weeds, but this pleasure but strengthened her pity for the farm and her renewed need to see Tessie and to tell her of the bed. The beans, the tomatoes, and the corn, these were all the vegetables planted. From the woodpile and the garden she could see the rolling lines of the surrounding farms, curve cutting curve, and sometimes she traced the lines in the air with her finger. Pictures of the old life grew sharper in her mind although they appeared less often, and the misty details faded out. For a little while she dreamed of the people of the road when she slept, but after a few weeks she was dreaming of the tobacco field, herself turning over the green leaves looking for tobacco worms, of the cabin room where the food was cooked over the open fire. She would remember the weary rumbling of the wagon bed, her sore body, tired from driving, from walking to relieve the load on the up-grade. There were the infected sores on her feet, great sores that would never quite heal and were always cut by the road dust, but were now fading. She would see the pageant of them going down the road, one of the Stikes youngones in front driving a lean filly hitched to a buckboard, either Haldeen or Irene it would be. Then the Stikes wagon with Eva driving and Joe Stikes asleep inside and Lige and Esther on the seat beside the mother. Then Screw and Connie, perhaps, or Tessie and Jock in their new wagon. Jock would be on the seat driving with Tessie beside him, her deep eyes burning in sunburnt skin, her quick mouth with little sharp corners. Then Henry’s wagon, a rough old thing mended everywhere, her mother inside on the bedding, herself driving the team, her father out bringing up the horses. Or maybe they would be cooking something beside a little bridge, then she would be by Tessie’s fire hearing Tessie talk about a house. Tessie was always wanting a house, a house with vines up on the chimney, a brick house with a gallery, a stone house with a fountain, a little brown house with white on the windows and doors, a house by a seaside, a house on a street. Tessie was always talking.


‘And I would have, if I could, a slated roof, red up there in the sun… steps a-goen down to a grass place where would be a sundial in the other end. Me a-comen down in the morning dew with a flower basket on my arm. Me a-cooken breakfast and a-setten out the pretties… I’d have a room in my house for Ellen…’


‘Or I would have’ – this would be another day – ‘a little house on a high bank above a river – let it be the Ohio or maybe the Tennessee – and me a-washen windows in a great hurry because company is a-comen.’ Or another day she would say, ‘I’d have a parlour to sit back in, cool and fine.’ ‘Me a-comen down marble stairs…’ ‘Me a-washen up things after dinner at a white sink like the one in the house where I worked for a spell in Bowling Green.’


The corn came through the soil in little green tubes, closely curled. Ellen had been carrying water past the hills when she saw the green pointing out of the clods, and she stopped in her act, surprised. In a few days the corn had slim grass-like leaves that bent in the sun and waved lightly, and she thought that she could see how much the plants grew from one day to the next. She ran to the garden eagerly each day to watch for the changes, and her pleasure in the growth of the corn was very real. The beans in their rows seemed to be a creature, one, brooding in stillness in all hours of the day and growing rank and full and lush in a few weeks. They said: ‘I’ll be you; you wait and see…’ The tomato vines with their strong sour odours coming from leaves and stem cut into her skin. She felt them before she came near them for they were strong and piercing. They laughed, big bold rank things, ugly and jeering and strong. She strutted and jeered when she came into the tomato patch, her head jerking to one side: ‘You sting my skin. You think I’m trash. You lied, you lied, you lied!’


She liked to sit in the corn after it grew waist-high or more. In the soft clods of the bright days or in the soft loam of the days after showers she would sit, looking about, feeling herself moving with the corn. A voice would come to her mind:


‘Or even suppose it was the poorest sort of shanty made outen boards set on end and only one room, or two; and suppose the people that lived there last used to be a dirty set and left their filth behind them when they went; and even suppose there’d be fleas under the house where the hogs had been a-sleepen… I’d set about maken it fitten to live in, you’d see. I’d scrub that-there floor…’ Or then:


‘They’d be a fair sight to see when the roses came in bloom next summer and when the grapes got up over that-there arbour – big bunches of grapes a-hangen down all summer and a-turnen purple in the fall and the bees a-comen to get sweet outen some. That would be a sight to see now.’


She remembered Tessie pushing her book under the quilts to hide it out of the wet. A deep-set fact that was as one with her breath lay back of all her thought, a fact gathered into an unspoken phrase, ‘I couldn’t stay here, I’d have to go where she is.’ Tessie had four books now. She used to have five but the story book was gone. ‘Jock a-haulen around Tessie’s trash. I’d dump them books in the first ditch…’ A noise like a snarl out of another wagon.





Ellen carried water to the house from the spring that gathered in a scooped-out pool above the creek on the south side of the ravine. She would hold her left hand far out from her body to balance the load, her head bent toward the right. When she could slip away she explored the ravine to its head in the tree-grown hills lying beyond Bodine land. One day in July she saw three women walking on the dirt road that ran past the house, one of them leading a small child. She had caught glimpses of a woman on the yellow road before. These people, seen clearly, wore faded limp clothes, long and drab and weary from many washings. One wore a black sunbonnet but the other two had small hats. They carried no bundles and for this Ellen thought they must live near.


‘They’re our kind of people; they look like us. We might, maybe, get to know them. They live in a little house or a cabin or a shack, or maybe even a wagon.’


When she saw them returning in the late afternoon she went down near the fence and waited, looking at them. They passed without speaking but they did not cease to watch her, sending back diffused good humour and well-wishing. The next day one of the women passed again, and Ellen ran down to the fence when she saw her coming out of the curve of the road. The woman had been seen now a half-dozen times and had become a mass of characteristic motions and friendly staring eyes. Ellen longed to fix her into a thought, to know what she would say now that she knew how she would look saying it. She longed to find her out, to like her or to hate her. This day when she passed Ellen she spoke.


‘Howdy do!’


‘Good evening!’ Ellen said.


‘I allow you-all are the new people that moved in here.’


‘We moved in.’


‘Do you like?’


‘We like well enough.’


‘Hit’s a good place, Hep Bodine’s.’


‘You might stop to see us sometime when you happen to be a-goen down the road.’


‘I’d like to get acquainted right well. My name is Mrs Pinkston, Artie Pinkston.’


‘My name’s Ellen Chesser. Mammy’s in the house.’


‘How many you-all got in family?’


‘Just Mammy and Pappy and me.’


‘Well I do know. I got myself and Hez – I married Hez Pinkston – and three youngones.’


‘But we got six dead before I came, when we used to be a-liven in Taylor County and in Green. One was right puny and died three years old, and two taken fever and died. Then Mammy had Harp and Corie and they died. I don’t recollect what they died with, and Davie died when he was three months old.’


A wave of pity for Davie swept through her body, a froth of motion flowing from her sides and spreading through her chest, pulling back at her throat, a wave running out upon the air.


‘If Davie was here he’d be sixteen now.’


‘Well I do know!’


The woman was gone now and the talk was over, and Ellen watched her receding, a large woman, her long skirt kicking out in little points at the hem as she walked. Ellen lay on the ground near the laneside under a thorn tree but there was no coolness in the grass, which was hot like her own tingling skin, and the heat rolled down in waves from the sun. She heard something crying far off, some undetermined crying, sharp and full of pain, but too far away to touch pity, the mere outline of a cry duplicated without feeling on the hot air. Then her closed eyes began to see people walking quickly up stone steps, some of them turning out of a paved way with little skipping motions, and the scene tilted, wavered and grew dim and then came back larger and clearer in colour before it went into nothingness. Then out of nothing she came into a quick and complete knowledge of the end. You breathe and breathe, on and on, and then you do not breathe any more. For you forever. Forever. It goes out, everything goes, and you are nothing. The world is all there, on and on, but you are not there, you, Ellen. The world goes on, goes on without you. Ellen Chesser. Ellen. Not somebody heard about and said with your mouth but you yourself, dead. It will be. You cannot help it.


She rose to a sitting position with a cry and sat looking out upon the thorn tree and the hot wilted weeds of the lane where crickets clicked as they passed about. This was the world and she was in it, glad with a great rush of passion. Her hand reached out and touched a plantain leaf and her eyes recognised the dog-fennel and the wire fence beyond the dust of the road. She was still there and everything was secure, her body rising tall above the narrow dock and the dandelions. The sky came down behind the locust trees, in place, and everything was real, reaching up and outward, blue where it should be blue, grey haze, heat rising out of the dust, limp dock leaves falling away toward the dusty grass. She walked back to the cabin, moving slowly to feel the security of the path, touching a tree with her fingers, trailing her hand along the stone of the doorstep.


The farm was beautiful and secure, running up over a hill and lapping into a ravine, spreading flat over the lower pasture. It was there, in place, reaching about into hollows and over uplands, theirs to live in and to know and to work. The locust tree beside the woodpile and the tall bushes along the creek, as they always were. She was there, there yet, her body walking up through the pasture with a tin bucket swinging and making a high thin brushing noise as it touched her moving skirt. The farm was secure and the land was placed, all beautiful and near. She began to gather the hot blackberries from the briars of the wasted hill pasture. A few berries made a low tinkling as they fell into her pail, and then the brown colt came from the other side of the enclosure, nibbling offhandishly at the wilted grass and edging always a little nearer. She left her berrying and they played a short while together, she pitting her arms against his neck and pushing hard. He let her throw one leg over his back and ride a little way, or she would pull his long forelock and twist his mane, or feed him choice bits of grass which she gathered from under the briars. While she held out a tuft of clover to the colt’s quivering out-reaching muzzle, the hillside was clear to see and to have, hers, and who cares if there was an end. Let it look out for itself. The colt’s lips came down upon the white clover blossoms which went into the long cavern of his mouth, turning as they went. The large straw hat which her father had bought for her would catch in the light breeze and flash off over the briars to hang on a cluster of twigs or glide off over the waste stone grass. Just as she recovered the hat from under a rose briar and gathered a last mouthful for the colt a sharp voice cut through the heat, coming from the path that lay through the high bushes. It was the voice of the farmer’s wife.


‘What you want in here?’


Ellen was too much frightened to run away. She stood staring at Mrs Bodine, holding her hat in her hand, and her hands being engaged, the one with the hat and the other with the pail, a feeling of utter defencelessness overcame her. The question was repeated several times before she spoke.


‘Mr Bodine told Pappy,’ she trembled.


‘Nobody said you could have them berries. I need every one for myself.’


‘Mr Bodine told Pappy we could…’


Ellen felt herself to be hanging in the air, cut off from the ground, while she waited in the long stillness that followed. The farmer’s wife wore a crisp dress, the waist and skirt alike, both blue, both starched, both washed at the same time. Ellen’s skirt was blue and her waist was greenish-drab, faded and limp and old. Washings no longer made them new. A fear of dogs and men came into her terror, and she felt as if her shoulders were tied to a post or a tree, lifted high. The farmer’s wife was a sharp crisp shape, standing tall out of the blackberry brushes. It pushed against her body and filled her mouth with a bitter taste. Little prickling needles stuck in and out of the skin of her face.


‘Mr Bodine told Pappy…’


‘Well, maybe he did, but he’s got no call to be a-tellen any such. I need every berry I got to make my own jam. I need every last one for my own self. Don’t come up this way a-picken any more. You keep down along the branch nohow. I got no berries or anything else to spare.’


Ellen went down the field feeling her dress pushed against her skin, shoving her along, the look of the woman and the voice of the woman shoving at her clothing, her clothing shoving at her skin and making her bones articulate stiffly. Her mind stood blank and motionless while nerves and limbs came stiffly down the hill. ‘Oh, Brother Andrew, have you got a G string,’ stood in her throat, contending to be said, but against this arose and fought other sayings. Her bare feet walked on stunted wild clover and struggling crab grass, and the little stones were hot like cinders on her skin. She passed the last blackberry bush saying, ‘Weep, weep, weep no more. Only ten cents more and I’ll read the other palm for you, Lady, only ten cents, one dime, ten cents.’ A nausea spread up from the pit of her stomach and died in her mouth, diffused. ‘And you’ll live a long and happy life. Only ten cents more, one dime. A long life, a happy life, a long life. Happy happy long long. Long and happy life.’ She was walking on cooler grass near the foot of the hill, and the grasshoppers splattered away from her feet. The woman stood crisp on the top of the pasture, gathering her berries, still pushing with her look and with her shape, up in the sun. At the clump of thorn bushes beyond the last rise Ellen dropped quickly to her knees and crawled quickly out of the sight of the woman on the hilltop. Sitting under the leaves of the thornbush she felt little prickers tingling along her skin. Lice, she thought it must be, her lice crawling, stirred up and going about. She drew her legs under her skirt and sat, the thorns of the bush worrying her neck and her moving hands. She was pushed up from the thorny grass, but she peered out at the hill from which she had been driven and saw with a quick sob that she was well concealed. Then she crawled down to the branch and went secretly over the water gap, intent on being unseen. The ground was rough and hot, scraping meanly at her as she clung to it.


‘She thought I lied to her,’ she said, sitting by the water of the creek. ‘She thought I was a-stealen her berries. I could steal all she’s got and she’d never know, if I was of a mind to. I could get all she’s got some night if I’d set my mind that way. I’m not afeared of her old shepherd dog. He’d come up and rub his neck on my leg and I’d scratch his head for him a little. I know about everything she does, in and out of her big ugly house, a-planten her late cabbage one day and a-putten up jam the next, with Pappy to cut her stovewood. I got no lice on me. A-goen off in her buggy and a-comen back with big bundles. I could take all the blackberries she’s got and she’d never know when.’


Her skirt was the one Tessie had given her, now plucked from briars and worn limp from many washings. Her waist had come out of a bundle of rags some people in Marion county had given her mother, the colour now gone, but traces of it lingered in the seams. The farmer’s wife had made her feel lice crawling, and she turned to the inner seams of her garments, searching for a moment. She counted the berries in the bottom of the pail, twenty-one, and then turned back to the inner surfaces of her clothes again, laying her fingers on the seams to pry them out.


‘I got no lice. She lied, that-there woman. I got no more lice ’n she’s got. Pappy can have twenty-one berries in his blackberry pie.’ Then she ate the berries.





Except when she helped her father sucker and worm the tobacco, Ellen never again went up the rise toward the farmhouse and she saw no more of the colt in the pasture. Her ways closed in around her and the hills drew nearer. She dragged home the brush which her father cut in the ravine, making her way slowly to the cabin with it or cutting it into fagots where it lay, and she carried this into the house when her mother called out, ‘I ain’t no firewood.’ She would run down the lane to the turnpike and watch up and down. When a passer went along the road in a buggy or wagon or on horseback, she experienced intense tremors of excitement at seeing a figure, a face or a conveyance, at seeing wheels or the stepping feet of horses. There would be fat ladies with pink plump daughters, or there would be thin ladies with little children in straw hats or starched bonnets. Little girls with curls filled her with happiness, as did gay coloured ribbons flying off from hat-brims or white flying veils blowing out from ladies’ hair. The people usually looked straight forward because there was a turn in the road ahead, but if they looked at her she suffered great shame. Then she would try to shrink under her skimp dress and she would feel her skin trying to shrink into her sinews, drawing inward toward her very marrow. But when the gazers were passed, as the carriage receded along the road and the noise of the wheels funnelled down into fainter clatters of sound, she would be her former self again, and she would keep afterward a renewed sense of people pointing with their fingers, of people carrying things in their hands, of voices rising and sinking away.


She would often chatter a little with Artie Pinkston in the lane. This woman was carrying a child and Ellen appraised her coldly, listening to her speech with the knowledge in her mind. The woman breathed shortly, suffocatedly, her lips parted.


‘It’s a hot spell of weather.’


‘July is a hot time.’


The great ugly figure stood up in the lane, the lips open to take breath, the face red and coarse. Why did she let herself be like that? Ellen would ask herself with an inner contempt, for she knew all the externals of child-getting. She had pitied her father and mother for their futile efforts toward secrecy; ‘Ellen is asleep,’ or ‘Is Ellen asleep?’ Life turned back upon itself and looked upon itself coldly. Night, dark, filth, sweat, great bodies, what for? She pitied them with a great pity, the pity of a child for adults.


‘I might sit down on this-here bank for a spell and rest myself,’ Artie said.


‘You might maybe like a cup of water to drink if I’d bring it out to you.’


‘I’d be right obliged.’


Ellen hated the woman for the pain she was going to have. The hills gathered closer in and Artie Pinkston helped to wind them tight and twist them close. ‘I had enough Mrs Pinkstons in my time. I’ll wait a spell,’ Nellie said, and she kept indoors when Artie stopped in the lane. After a while the hills would open up and send out great cries. Ellen knew. She would go a little way up the lane, past the first rise and around the curve and up again between two fields, until the top of a boarded cabin came in sight, but she dared no further, listening, ready to run back. The hills stood shoulder to shoulder. She would go to the garden in the early morning to gather the beans for dinner, thinking of soft sweet beans cooked in grease, or she would carry water down from the spring to drink, or water from the creek to wet the newly planted cabbage. She would sit under the tree by the woodpile and gaze at the chips, at the black earth, at her own brown legs and white thighs. A sudden voice would call out in her ear, Haldeen Stikes saying a lewd word. Haldeen had pursued her with his words, shaping words with his lips when he could not say them aloud, Haldeen with downy hair on his lip. Haldeen’s word would cry out at her and something in her laughed at it while something else stood back, meek and futile, and she laughed down upon her hard sun-darkened legs and her slim white loins.


Running up and down her ways she made beaten paths, down to the bank above the lane, down the laneside to the highroad, back to the bank, back to the house through low summer weeds, to the woodpile, through the garden along the side of the bean row, and out of the garden toward the creek, up the creek to the mouth of the ravine. Her paths grew hard and smooth. Ten times, twenty times a day she ran through her confines, pounding the ground with bare feet.


‘Jingle at the window, tidy-o,’ she sang. ‘Somebody a-jinglen on a thump-thump guitar, that is. If I had a guitar I’d be a-jinglen on it to a fare-you-well.’ She was coming in from the furthest part of the yard in the dusk, walking about in the warm languorous air. The stars were out, very low and very near, pushing down, falling of humid weight. The air scarcely moved at all, but now and then a warmer motion spread down from the higher places, pushing through skin and lying along the inner threads of nerves, fiddling on delicate quick with familiar searching hands. She walked into a tree before she was aware of it. Its great trunk spread against her breast like a broad chest upon her. A quick memory of Screw, of the time he caught her behind a wagon and hugged her close, came with the touch of the tree. She had been afraid of him for he was drunk. Whisky smells came out of him, and man smells, sweat and dirt, different from woman dirt. She had felt the buttons on his coat dig into her thin old dress and his great broad chest spread out before her slim body and his drunk arms trying to catch her closer. She had hated him and despised him, despised his whisky and dirt smells, but a slim thread like a thin silver serpent had rushed through her flesh, straight through her trunk, when Screw held her.


She knew the walls of the house in all their swaying lines and all their mossy softness. The roof pole bowed slightly, drooping into a curve. The roof was the colour of weather, white with the sun, grey with the rain, deep grey with the moon, rosed with the sunset. The wall leaned back from the rock doorsteps, and the shingles on the sunny slope of the roof were curled like autumn leaves fallen in wavering lines. In the ground around the house were embedded bits of trash, relics of former tenants, such as wisps of paper, cut hairs, iron nails, pipestems, coffee grounds, threads, and pulps of rags. Dull mouldy smells that were faintly sickening came out of the earth here when she scratched it with her finger. She knew the ground around the house intimately. Once she scratched up a bit of a broken mirror, once a human tooth, once a rotted glove with a bright metal fastener. The soil was black and stiff like felt.


Sitting on the bank above the lane she watched for Artie Pinkston’s coming for the reward of a few words exchanged. She drew her legs under her skirt and tucked the edges of the garment under her knees and her feet. She drew herself together, her slim body scarcely needing a foot of ground, shrinking from the ground, while Artie Pinkston stopped for her brief say – the heat, the price of eggs, the scarcity of wild berries. Ellen watched the woman until she passed out of sight and then she drew herself together even closer, shrinking and gathering in upon herself. Memory played up a monstrous picture in her mind although she shook back her head and tried to efface it. Eva Stikes in labour with Esther. Irene scared, running out of the shanty. The two of them, she and Irene, scared, standing about the door. Her mother calling to Tessie:


‘Eva Stikes is a-bawlen. Get the water hot whilst I see what’s to do.’


‘Oh, people are ugly and everything is ugly,’ Ellen muttered, remembering. ‘Brown ground ugly and yesterday ugly and all the things people do – eaten and a-walken and a-haven things to keep. Terrible, it is. Ugly. Hard to do. Everything ugly. Eva Stikes a-screamen and a-pullen on the bedpost and Mammy a-sayen do this and do that. Irene a-screamen and a-holden onto me and a-getten sick enough to throw up, Eva a-sayen, “Kill me, somebody, knock me in the head with the axe, oh, for the love of God somebody kill me!” and it goes on all day in the shanty. Yesterday ugly and everything ugly, all the way back to the first, as far as you can recollect, ground, sun, things to eat, cooken, things to keep, wanten things, backward as far as you can recollect. And then a little cryen, a thin cryen, and Tessie is a-washen a baby by the cookstove, and everybody is a-smilen, glad it’s all over and glad about the little new baby that’s so pink and clean, little hands and little feet.





The creek was almost dry in the August drouth. A green scum stood on the stagnant pools of water in the small basins among the fluted rocks. Ellen traced images in the smooth green surface with her vaulting pole and watched them twist away into grotesques or take other meanings. With the pole, a long broomstick she had found among the rubbish in the shed, she could easily swing herself over the pools. The lower pasture was burned brown except where the shade of the trees had saved a little moisture, but the tobacco was spreading wide fronds that crowded for room, and these were a brilliant green with waves of heat vibrating over them. The green scum made a curtain over the water holes, but when she tore the curtain away she saw the reflections in the water, the sky, blue and dry, the hills and trees. In a little while the scum gathered back and there was left only black water. To push the film aside with great zigzag strokes and make the world come into the pool quickly, the world big and clear and deep with a sky under it, this was her intent.


‘People a-dyen in ships at midnight and people a-goen to a foreign country with pots made outen gold and skillets made outen silver on the pack-horse, and gold cups. People a-goen to London-town – is this the way to London-town? – and an old, old queen. And a story about a horse could talk.’


She was sitting on a great flat fluted stone of the creek bottom, beside a water hole, sitting in the middle of the dry creek bed. ‘And a story about a horse could talk and one about Fair Elender. “O Mother, O Mother, come riddle my sport, come riddle it all as one. Must I go marry Fair Elender?” Elender, that’s me. And people a-dyen for grief and people a-dyen for sorrow.’


‘And there was the book with the poetry pieces to say. A brown book, it was. I can see as plain as day and I can see the words inside, pieces to say in school of a Friday. “O Sailor Boy woe to thy dream of delight” – a piece about a shipwreck. And then, “Come back, come back, he cried in grief across the stormy water.” I could say all that-there if I was of a mind that way. I know a right smart of pieces now, for a fact. And the Sands o’ Dee.








O Mary go and call the cattle home,


And call the cattle home,


And call the cattle home,


Across the sands o’ Dee.











Water a-rushen up the almost dry creek all of a sudden, a flood a-comen in on Mary!’


She jumped from her seat and ran up the bank of the ravine, terrified, clutching at the brush, dry stones rattling back in her path. At the top she turned to look at the wall of water that might be coming up the valley through Bodine’s lower pasture. She sat on the brow among the bushes and snags, laughing at her fear, and after a little her pulses calmed.


‘I’m a-thinken about the geography book, Tessie’s other book, an old one all torn at the corners and spotted where somebody left it out in the rain some time long ago. London Bridge across the Thames. The Cathedral and Plaza, Mexico City. You could see yourself a-liven in the brown house, a-walken up big stairs and a-looken out that-there tower window, a-sitten down in a tower to look out all day, a-sitten back cool. Or you could flip the page over and there – elephant a-drawen a load of coconuts in Ceylon. High palm trees, black men with white hippens on, wagon made outen sticks… Town Hall, Leeds. Wide stairs, flat-topped roof and a tower with a clock to tell the time of day. A fountain a-drippen out in front. You could see yourself live in that-there house, a-looken out the window at sunup to see if the fountain is a-goen yet… City Hall, Brussels. Slant roof with a tall steeple up high. Yourself a-walken down long halls inside. Yourself a-walken up stairs with a gold pitcher in your hand, a-goen down a long room with a chequered floor like the one in the Ewington post office.


‘It was a good book, a learned book. I read it a heap here and yon and I looked a heap at the pictures… I remember Tessie… And I didn’t forget one time we saw who could sing the most songs, first one and then the other a-singen one… I recall the Carolina dove. Little-headed, he is, and a-walken on the ground, and once a boy down by Cherry Creek in Tennessee told me every dove has got one drop of human blood in his body somewheres. For sure, he said, one drop.


‘One of the books mine. Tessie gave me one to keep, but it’s safer with the balance, I said, along under the quilts… It would be the dearest thing in life if I could find my book some day and have it in my hands or in my room hid under the bed to get out when we’d have a rainy spell of weather.’





Before autumn Ellen was fifteen. During the summer there had always been food and she had grown less thin. Her bones had withdrawn under the flesh and her eyes were no longer hollow. Signs of woman begun to appear on her meagre body; woman took possession of her although she was hard like spines and sharp like flint. She looked at herself in the mirror of the creek, for she dared not unrobe herself in the house before the eyes of her mother. She thought that with the change of one or two externals everything might change – a room to sleep in where there would be pink and blue, herself reading a book by the window. Things to put in drawers and drawers to put things in, she would like, and people to say things to. Her mother would sit in a gay chair on a gallery sewing a seam, the little stitches falling up and down, her mother saying gentle things. Or even suppose they were poor, then she would be sitting with her hair clean and combed, and she would call out, ‘Ellen come see the sparks, they’re in the chimney a-flyen like geese here and yon,’ or ‘Come look at the cherry tree; it’s like a little girl dressed up for summer.’


She wanted to sit beside Tessie and talk about a house. She wanted to talk about a desert where camels walk in long lines, or about glaciers where men explore for poles, or about men walking into mines with little lights on their hats – about the wonders of the world.


‘If only I had things to put in drawers and drawers to put things in. That’s all I’d ask for a time to come.’ She could feel herself stooping to pull out a drawer, taking out a garment, at first vague and soft and fine, lace and ribbon and sweet smells, but she let it turn to coarse cotton in her hands, for when it took shape and grew definite there was no other way. She remembered a place where she and Irene had begged. ‘Could you give us some old clothes, Lady?’ And then a tall dark lady before a chest, bending to open a drawer with a faint stooping gesture, bending a little forward, a woman like slow water, a slim fine lady with dark hair and flowing hands.


More wood was needed for the supper fire now, for the nights were chilly and Henry liked to sit a little while by the blaze before going to bed. Ellen was pecking at the sticks by the wood pile with the sharp new axe her father had bought for her, making burning pieces. Nellie was sitting beside the cabin door. The pipe had hung in her listless hand until it had fallen to the ground, spilling its dead ash, but now and then quick hands turned up a garment or opened a vent and searched along the inner seams, eyes bent close. The blackbirds were assembled in great flocks now. They were gathering in the high trees on the hill above the ravine and their cries made a continuous chattering broken into chimes and waved to the flutterings of winged bodies. The twilights were falling earlier day by day, and strange shadows, different from the summer-cast shadows, slanted under the locust trees. The cry of the axe struck out against the cabin wall and against the bare tree branches, spreading wide, and the light came into the yard in unaccustomed ways. The cabin showed itself more, out in the hard light. Winter would come soon now. Nellie stooped quickly and rummaged at her garments, annoyed by the fleas, searching with her nearsighted eyes. They, Nellie and herself, were out before the cabin and out before the hard light, the leaves almost all fallen from the locust, an early falling. She stacked the cut wood in her arms and felt the rough surfaces and the rounded limbs and smelt the odours of green sap. Stooping to gather the wood, with her face close to the vapour of the sap, a great motion of tenderness for her mother swept through her nerves. ‘Get Ellen the shoes. I can wait a spell. My old ones will do me,’ she heard the words again. Minnie and Edd and Lue and Harp and Corie and Davie, before she came. ‘Mammy, what made your teeth go snaggly and all come outen your head?’ she had asked once. ‘Do you reckon you could have seven brats inside twelve year and have e’er a tooth left to your name?’ Now her face was close to the vapours of the wood and her lips brushed against the bark.


‘She’s my mammy, mine,’ she whispered. How could she ever live without her mother? Suppose. The yard without Nellie, the cabin without, supper without. A great terror went over her, followed by renewed tenderness. She could hardly walk past the cabin door, so great was her emotion. She went past her mother very gently and walked up the steps on light bare feet. The wood fell softly from her arms to the hearthstone making scarcely a whisper and settled down upon itself mutely under her hushing hands.





Ellen lay in her bed up in the loft in the cool of a late September evening, two old quilts pulled over her. Brown shocks of corn were dotted about in her mind pictures, and between the dun splotches of the corn there were large yellow pumpkins lying, naked, the vines withered down by the frost. From the cabin door she could see the hill where the tents stood up against the sky, the tents of the corn, and her thought sat down in the doorway to hear the blackbirds chattering and to see the ploughed field of the summer, the tobacco field now ploughed again for rye. Great hawks made wide shadows soar among the clods. Little turnips came into her mind, little pink things growing where the beans had been, crowding together. The corn blades were brown and hard. They would crumble and break if she bent them in her fingers. Jock would be going down the road toward Tennessee, taking his drove of horses down, going the old road. He might come through Rushfield next court day on his way down from the Bluegrass. He would be sure to come that way.


She sat up in bed, jerked from her back by the force of the thought. She stared out the open window into the hillside which was lit by a full moon.


‘He might be there, now, might, a-campen down some road.’


She would go there, walking in the night. By morning she would be in the town; eight miles would not be far to go in a long night. She would see Tessie once more. If only for a day or a half day, she would see Tessie. She would walk into town and ask over and over on the street, ‘Do you-all know whe’r there’s any gypsies a-campen down the roads or not? Any horse-swappers? Any movers?’ She would come straight out with the question. ‘Any travellers?’ Somebody would be sure to know. ‘I see a parcel of wagons out that-there road this very day.’ Then she would walk out to the place and there would be the wagons, the tongues pulled up against a fence. Tessie would be behind the best wagon cooking something on a little fire, or maybe she would be just at that moment starting to town with a little something to peddle under her arm.


Her father would whip her when she came walking back the next night. She could feel the switch on her back and the blows cut in with little sharp stabs of joy. Nellie’s voice:


‘Say you won’t do that-there no more!’


‘Triflen brat, to traipse the road and to run away! I’ll skin the hide offen you…’


Her face drew together with pain too keenly remembered, but she laughed. The switch would cut into her legs like fire and she would roll on Nellie’s bed and scream. But she would go. She would see Tessie again and after that she would be glad enough to come back.


She would slip out Sunday night soon after bedtime.


The thought that she really would see Tessie again thrilled her senses and caught at her breath all day Saturday, whenever she dwelt upon it. On Sunday evening soon after the early bedtime of the cabin she took her shoes in her hand and her cloak upon her arm and slipped quietly down the ladder, past her mother’s side of the bed, and out the door. The moon was shining hazily, hanging a little west of the top of the sky. She found it necessary to put on the old cloak, a garment left from the winter before, used in summer for bedding. It smelt of musty straw as she drew it on her arms. Having put on the shoes at the top of the bank above the lane, she walked down to the highroad and turned south, crossing the creek where it came out of the Bodine farm. The large yellow house was very still, on fire with moonlight. She had not been to Rushfield along this way, but she knew that the road would take her there without any turnings. The roadbed was rough and stony with deep uneven ruts, but since she could hear her footfalls echoing against the hill on the right she decided to take off her shoes and carry them so that her footsteps would fall noiselessly. Soon the Bodine land lay behind her and she passed into a strange country, the road winding unevenly among the hills. When she heard a buggy approaching she ran to the hedgerow and lay in the shadow of the roadside growth. A feel of last year was in the road and in the moonlight. All the wagons of last year’s travel might be just around some curve, her father’s wagon in a fence corner or in some roadside waste place. She might be out searching for firewood for the supper fire or out looking for a stray colt. She noted pieces of wood, good burning pieces, as she passed, and she felt a sharp impulse to gather them. An owl sang in a tree by a farm gate, his notes coming in a slow trill. After she left the owl she heard some boys approaching, playing along the road and throwing walnuts about. She grew weary waiting for them to pass, for they move forward very slowly. They sang out in unharmonious chords and one mimicked the owl in derision.


‘Shut up there, Edd. You’ll wake up Old Man Brother Hep Bodine. He needs his rest,’ another said.


Finally they were gone and she crawled out of her hiding place and went slowly on. She could hear the boys screaming higher up around the curve and she knew that they were screaming at the echoes. She remembered running sounds like singing, like tinkling water rippling over creek stones, like pretty bells ringing brightly in little towns on Sunday morning, and she walked faster, for she remembered Tessie. Up in the Bluegrass of the state all summer, she had been, but now she would be going back down again. Where had Tessie been? She pushed her mind hard into the shadows, into the dark of what she did not know. Where had Tessie been? Tessie! Where had she been the day the cabin floor caught fire? Now she sat on a stone to think of that. A carriage full of voices was approaching, men and women singing, the parts sweetly blended. When she heard them coming near she climbed a wire fence and hid among low weeds in a pasture.


‘It makes a fair sound,’ she said.


There was a smell of pigs about in the weeds where she lay. A little pig-house stood out sharply in the moonlight on the upper slope of the enclosure and from somewhere off in the weeds came the sound of a sow’s deep breath. Sweet voices, men and women, sang in the night, with the irregular bent of the horses’ hoofs walking through the rhythms:








Through the sycamores the candle lights are gleaming…











The sound went on up the hill, four voices blended, or five perhaps, the horses taking their time at the road. ‘Sycamores’ kept in her thought, tone at first, spreading out two ways and gathering back into unison. ‘Men and women have pretty singing,’ she thought. ‘I wish I could sing like that.’ She tried to sing a chord but only her own voice came, a weak voice after the chorus lately there. Far up the hill she heard the carriage stop and she knew that the voices were singing to the echo. The night brought sublimated tones across the interlying space, thin planes of sound spreading through trees and rocks. She stood beside a white stone, a large white stone lying blank in the moonlight, and tried again to make a chord with her throat, but only a dull small tone came. Why could she not sing a full wide singing, she thought as she tried the word ‘sycamores’ over and over.


After that the road swept upward and outward to the west, running unmarked and white between bald fields and then dipping down suddenly to a small runlet, now dry. The dip and the culvert at the bottom, and the upward curve beyond, lost their moonlight and lay dim in a white noon sun, hot beetles ticking in the weeds and the wilted July grass, down below the Knobs in the cave country. A buggy came by in the noon sunlight, a man and a woman in it, the woman’s white summer dress almost like a mirror in the sun. The woman was weeping when they passed. ‘Not once but ten times,’ the man said. ‘Not once but ten times,’ a man’s voice was saying, roughly, accusingly. ‘Not once but ten times’ – her feet marched to the uneven rhythm of the saying as she climbed the rough road in shadow.


‘It’s a long way down to that-there place, and the Knobs are a jolty way to go,’ she said. ‘Not once but ten times! I wish I had a blue hat with a big white ostrich plume a-flyen for myself. Me a-sitten up in a buggy with a big white plume on my hat and white slippers on my feet.’ She was marching steadily ahead now on a long level stretch. ‘A dog barks curious,’ she said again, ‘curious now. He can go two ways at once, a yelp out and a growl down under. A growl goes on down, under the bark. A dog knows as soon as a body sets a foot on the road. But I can tell whe’r it’s a big dog or a little by the sort of bark he lets out. A house back in a bunch of trees is a pretty sight now, for certain.’


A little church was set back among beech trees, the red bricks holding their colour in the spaces where the moonlight spread through the open boughs. Behind the church a gay little graveyard twinkled in the light, its gay white stones and blossoming flowers as happy as a flower bed out in the sun. The windows of the church were dark and there was no house near, and Ellen decided to rest awhile in the recess of the doorway. She lay on the floor of the vestibule where a smell of dusty boots arose from the boards. She put on her shoes and stockings to warm her feet, and presently she knew that she had been sleeping long, for the moon had set and the land seemed very dark. The road was grey-brown in the shadows and dull grey in the open; beyond lay blackness in the fields. A short distance from the church she hid close to a gate while two horsemen passed. They stopped to drink from a bottle and one of the horses knew of her hiding for it nickered uneasily.


‘Glory to God, I feel like hell!’ one of the men declaimed slowly, gesturing in a deep passion of joy and sorrow undefined.


They whipped their horses and rode away quickly. Ellen walked fast after that, giving her attention to her journey and fearing that she had wasted time. But when the hills unfolded, curve on curve, up and down, past black nothingness, past white-fenced yards, past white barns, past black nothingness again, her steps lagged and she grew tired. Two miles or more beyond the church she came to an iron bridge over a little river. The road lay along a high curving embankment, and so she saw the bridge before she reached it. The iron frame hung between the banks of trees, a black spider web crisscrossing in the air. It was somehow beautiful, the dark bridge hanging between the dark trees, and she walked around the curve of the road and entered the bridge with awe in her mind, her mind so heavy with wonder that her feet dragged and little prickers of pain pushed in upon her face and chest. The water lay below, a dull silver black, and there were stars in it. ‘Oh, I didn’t know this-here would be!’ she said.


She stood on the bridge high above the water and watched the stars above and below. There were frogs and crickets singing, and katydids crying their flat notes. The black shadows of the black trees pushed into the water, overlapping. She stood very still at the rail of the bridge, scarcely breathing, leaning lightly on the wooden structure. Her own want was undefined, lying out among the dark trees and their dark images, and she reached for it with a great wish that shook her small body. After a while she whispered a little, brokenly, almost without breath, but the words were Tessie’s words, borrowed now because her own words were stricken.


‘Such a leetle house is all I want, no matter how leetle… I’d make it fair some way or how with things set about proper, or with vines and trees and flowerpots.’


She sat on the floor of the bridge, looking north down the stream, wondering why the town did not begin to appear against the sky and fearing, presently, that she had missed her way. It seemed a very long while since she had lain on the floor of the church, which now seemed far back on the road; it seemed far to the moonlight and far to the place where the dog had barked. The drinking men were far back in time. She lay on the floor of the bridge, close to the edge, and it seemed that she lay in an endless night between two sets of stars. Then she cried a little for her limbs were very cold, and after a while she forgot even the cold. There were streaks of dawn in the sky when she awakened and a twilight had come to take the place of the black nothingness and the dimly outlined shadows. A large white house stood on the tree-shaded hill before the bridge. A man walking beside the house peered down at her and she jumped up quickly and started off along the road, skipping with light steps, for the way curved up under dense trees. The people of the morning began to appear; a man came out of a farm gate riding a harnessed horse and leading another. When she was exhausted from skipping, she sat by the side of the road to catch her breath, and while she sat a negro woman in an old buggy came up from the way of the bridge and a ride was offered. The woman was going to town to wash clothes all day, she said. When Ellen left the buggy at a gate, she came to a little whitewashed cabin that sat on the roadside and here she had a drink of water at a pump in the yard.


‘Help yourself. Take all you want!’ the man said. He was milking a cow by the house door.


Down in the town she sat a long while on a curb by a church, resting and trying to feel out the ways of the place. Negro women came there with bundles of clothes tied up in sheets. They would say to each other in a way of greeting: ‘Powerful big county court today!’


Ellen felt estranged to all the people about and even to herself. An unutterable awe of all places swept through her, a fear of trees and stones, and she shrank even from the roadway of the street which lay out dusty before her. Familiar itself became unfamiliar, and a glance down at her own hands where she saw accustomed lines and folds of skin brought bewilderment. She sat for an hour. She tried to seem unconscious of the glances which the negro women cast upon her. She tried to think of some place in which she would prefer to be, but all places were alike abhorred. She stared down at a tuft of sourgrass growing in the gutter at her feet. Suddenly out of the chaos in her being there came a hunger, a quick craving for food to eat. Food. Her mouth wanted it. Bread. Bacon fried and laid on bread. Bread sweetened in grease. If she had a pone she would not even be looking at her hands, would not even be seeing the stones of the road or the gutter, not in such a place as this. Suddenly it came to her that she was going to walk away from the curb before the church, that she had risen and was walking off past a yellow negress and past three white bundles of clothes. She went up the street down which she had come, and after a little she knew that she was going to ask for food at some door. She went far up the street looking at house after house before she decided upon a place to ask, a white house with vines on the porch set back among elm trees. A tinkle of piano playing came out of the house, curves of music running through the air. When she walked up onto the porch a fear of doorways, of wide sills and glass panes and doorbell fixtures, came upon her. A rug on the porch filled her with terror under which lay a joy. She scarcely dared knock on the smooth doorframe and her knock fell faint and meek. She asked her wish in a voice that was low and full of anguish. The woman was kind and she asked again.


‘Do you-all know any gypsies a-campen out any the roads?’


‘No. Are you lost from your folks?’


Ellen thought a moment, putting ideas together and separating them in her mind.


‘I’m a-looken for somebody I know,’ she said. ‘Just a-looken.’


The woman gave her buttered bread and meat and these she hid under her coat until she was sitting again on the curb before the church when she ate them with all the reserve she could control. After that she walked down the street toward the centre of the town and there she found many people who looked like the people of her world. No one minded her or noticed her old dress or the coat now hanging on her arm. Many of the people must be richer than herself, she thought, for they had things to sell in baskets and things in buckets – eggs, butter, sorghum molasses. A few of them, she supposed, must be very rich, those riding high-stepping horses or driving in high traps. These went along the roadway with puckered brows, holding tight bits, and they seemed to be worried for fear they might drive over some of the other kind, but those with this worry were a very few. A man began to sell cattle in the square, crying in a loud jargon. The people walked about in the street, ignoring the pavements and the crossings; the order of the town fell down before the way of the country. Ellen stood by the fence that surrounded the courthouse, laying her finger along the wrought-iron spikes and looking at the mouldy walls where the red bricks sank away into shadows. The white stone wall of the jail showed at one side, and in this wall there were little long windows with one iron bar dividing them up and down. A man was standing under one of the windows talking to a voice that came through the iron bar. The courthouse bell rang almost merrily, and lawyers with papers came out of stairways. A man carrying a banner was ringing a bell, and the sheep were crying. ‘Vote for John Moran for Sheriff’ were the words on the banner, but later there came another banner saying, ‘Burley Growers Join the Pool’. Act fitted into act and turned upon a word; the whole was a drama already well rehearsed; a man leaned out from an upper window just as a cow bawled sharply, and a little boy ran across the square just as an old negro man led a mule away from the watering tub. A man stood in the door of the courthouse and chanted in a loud voice a chant which came to Ellen thus:











O yes! O yes!


The Honourable Judge


…


Is now sitting


…


Come all ye…


And you shall be heard!











By mid-morning vehicles could scarcely pass through the throng in the street. Ellen asked her question often. An old man dropped a bag of apples and one rolled down at her feet. She took it up and handed it to him gravely, eager to take part in the play.


‘It rolled outen the poke,’ she said.


‘You can keep it, sis.’


‘Do you know of any campers out any the roads?’


‘Not out my way.’


Once through an opening in the crowd she saw Mr Hep Bodine in his Sunday clothes, and she turned around quickly and went another way. Up by a feed store she met a woman dressed much as she was dressed. She carried bunches of coarse lace under her arm.


‘Do you-all know any folks about a-swappen critters?’ Ellen asked.


‘He is a-traden some. Go down that a way.’


Ellen found the place where the men were selling horses, in an alley behind an old hotel. She looked into the crowd eagerly for Jock, but he was not there. Men were riding the horses up and down, tired hacks, bony underfed nags, the kind Ellen knew best. Farmers and traders were bargaining, betting, cursing, laughing.


‘Even swap and I’ll give you a drink to boot.’


‘I’ll give you nine dollars and seventy-five cents for that-there old mare and that’s all I’ll give, every dum cent.’


Ellen touched a man’s arm and asked, holding his coat sleeve: ‘Do you know a man by the name of Jock West? Do you know Jock West?’


The man shook his head and walked away. The woman with the lace came to the alley and held a short conference with the man. When they had finished speaking and she had turned aside, Ellen stood in her way.


‘Are you lost from your folks?’ the woman asked.


‘Yes ma’am. Tessie is my folks.’ A pain pushed at her breath and made it quick in her mouth mingling with her words. The woman was smiling with the flesh beside her nose and that across her checks, and her nose sniffed at the air. Her lip drew up from her teeth and took a feeble part in the smile.


‘Well I do know, lost now!’


‘Do you know a woman named Tessie that goes the roads with a man named Jock West? Tessie West, married to Jock West? As you go along the road you might maybe see a sight of Tessie sometime. Jock, he’s a great one to swap the critters. Spick span wagon as good as new. Would you tell Tessie for me where I am? Maybe she could write me a letter. Tessie can write. He would be a-goen south by now.’


‘We are a-maken hit towards Parksville where we aim to stay a spell. But we might…’


‘If you did happen to run across…’


‘Well I do know! Lost!’ The woman was faintly excited under her dreariness and faintly pleased.


‘If you did happen to run across Tessie would you tell her?’


‘I’d be right glad to favour you,’ she said. ‘We might run onto your folks now. For a fact we might.’


‘Tell her Ellen is at a farm out a piece from Rushfield, on Mr Hep Bodine’s place, if you see Tessie.’


‘I couldn’t gorrentee to remember hit unlessen you write it down. Dave, there, he can read hit.’


They borrowed a pencil from a man and Ellen wrote on a piece of paper they picked up from the ground:








Ellen Chesser


Rushfield, Ky.


Mr Hep Bodine’s mail box











Ellen stood staring after the woman when she walked away from the alley, seeing her shoulders rise and fall unevenly, stiff, green-drab shoulders that sank into the crowd of the men. The paper was in the pocket of the waist; Ellen had seen fingers push it in beside a little dull pocketbook and a piece of orange peel and a bit of a bright rag. It was gone now, down the long alley past the men and the horses. One sob shook her throat and then peace came after the hours of strain. She had sent a message to Tessie. She had sent word. Turning partly about she saw her father waiting for her, beckoning with a stiff, quick finger, ‘You come here!’


They rode home on the rear seat of Mr Bodine’s buggy.
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