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’Twere sure but weaklings’ vain distress
To suffer dungeons where so many doors
Will open on the cold eternal shores
That look sheer down
To the dark tideless floods of Nothingness
Where all who know may drown.


FROM The Man Against the Sky
BY EDWIN ARLINGTON ROBINSON




For Barbara




Prologue


They stopped between two of the orange-glowing bulbs that lit the long corridor at intervals, and the turnkey leaned over to fit a key into a lock. He swung the door open. “In here,” he said.


The lawyer went in and the door clanged shut behind him. The squeak of the turnkey’s shoes and the jangle of the keys he carried faded off into silence.


The cell was small and square, with yellowish-white walls. In the ceiling a recessed light was covered by a wire cage, and high on the wall opposite the door a barred window split a square of blue sky into six rectangular segments. In the center of the floor stood a three-legged stool and against the wall was a cot on which the man, Jack Ward, sat, leaning forward with a cigarette in his hand. As the lawyer looked at him he raised the cigarette to his lips, squinting, and then he lowered it again. He stared back.


The lawyer nodded to him and changed his briefcase to the other hand. Ward didn’t move; he looked in his early thirties, with dark, unkempt hair, a high forehead, heavy brows. His eyes were narrow and slanting, deep-set above broad, high cheekbones.


The lawyer felt himself being inspected in return, and finally Ward rose and stepped forward. He was tall and heavy shouldered, the shoulders slumped now, and his arms hung loosely at his sides. His dark sport coat was too small for him and his khaki trousers were rolled at the top. They had taken his belt, the lawyer saw, and looking down he saw that the laces of his shoes were gone as well. The neck of his shirt was tieless and unbuttoned and beneath a dark fringe of hair the pulse in his throat flickered gently.


“Did my wife send you?” he said. His voice was deep, and there was a note of anger in it.


“I’m your lawyer. The Court appointed me.”


“I know you’re a lawyer. Did she send you?”


“The Court appointed me.”


Ward’s eyes searched his face. They were hostile and suspicious, and he rubbed the back of his hand over his chin. “I don’t want a lawyer,” he said.


“I’m aware of that.”


“Beat it, then.”


“When the defendant refuses to obtain counsel, the Court…”


“Okay,” Ward said suddenly. “You’re my lawyer.” His shoes slapped flabbily on the floor as he stepped back to the cot and sat down again. “Go ahead and sit down,” he said, jerking his hand at the stool. “But you’re wasting your time. I’m pleading guilty. I shot the bitch and I’d do it again.”


The lawyer leaned his briefcase against the stool, sat down and pulled his trousers’ legs up on his ankles. “This is just your first reaction,” he said. His voice was thin and nervous, and he coughed and said, “You’ll get over it, and there are a great many angles to this sort of business, insanity, or…”


Ward laughed, tipping his head back. But it was a strange laugh, completely mirthless and unsmiling. “Hell,” he said. “I’m not nuts.” He laughed again. “Look, I’m not going to try and cheat the bastards. I signed their confession. I told them why I did it and how I’d been meaning to for a long time, and how I’d do it again if…”


“You’ll have to tell me the whole story,” the lawyer interrupted.


“Why?”


“Maybe I can help you.”


“No,” Ward said. He dropped his cigarette to the floor, scraped his foot over it, and then he took another cigarette from the pack beside him on the cot and tossed it up and down in his hand. “No,” he said.


“Do you know what it is to die in the gas chamber?”


“Yeah,” Ward said. “I die in there all the time. But I wish to hell they’d get me to it.”


The lawyer stared at him. Ward’s face was flat and expressionless as he tamped the cigarette and put it between his lips and lit it. Suddenly the lawyer said, “How’d you happen to have the gun?”


“I brought it with me to shoot her with,” Ward said carefully. “Listen, they tried all that on me already. I told you you’re wasting your time.”


The lawyer leaned forward. “Ward,” he said. “I see good reason to believe you didn’t bring the gun with you. If you didn’t, we might be able to prove this was unpremeditated. Was it your gun?”


“Yeah,” Ward whispered. He paused, and then he whispered again. “What if it was unpremeditated?”


“It might not mean the death sentence.”


Ward stared back at him silently; his shirt front was trembling. Finally he looked down, and, as the lawyer watched, snuffed the glowing end of the cigarette between his fingers. No expression of pain crossed his face but when he looked up again his yellow eyes were blazing and his mouth was stretched tight across his teeth in a hard grin. The lawyer’s breath came faster as he saw the cigarette fall from between Ward’s fingers.


“I hate to see a man commit suicide,” he said angrily. “That’s the coward’s way out.”


“You ever try it?” Ward said. Then he said, “Well, they fixed that, anyway. They wouldn’t let me do anything as easy as that.”


“Why do you want to die?”


“I’ll tell you. It’s simple as hell. I killed her and I want to die for it. Do you think you can understand that?”


“Yes, but you see, you’ll feel differently in a few days. This is just…”


“No,” Ward said, shaking his head. “You don’t know.”


“Tell me, then.”


“You’ll never know,” Ward said. “I don’t want any help. Forget it; tell them I don’t want a lawyer.”


“But you’ll change your mind. In a day or so…”


“Goddamn it,” Ward said. “Listen!” He was trembling, and his voice was hoarse and shaky. “Look at V; I killed her. Look at my wife; what the hell’s she got now? Look at a lot of things you’ll never know about.” He stopped and cleared his throat and slapped his hand against the iron rail of the cot.


“Listen!” he commanded. “A man’s got to take stock of himself sometime. Like now. What he’s got and what he’s done and all, see? Well, I don’t have any credits on my sheet and the nearest I can come to squaring up is to get the hell out. Out!” he said again, jerking his thumb as though he were an umpire saying it.


The lawyer took off his glasses and blinked his eyes and put them back on again. The gesture seemed to startle Ward; his hands clenched on the rail of the cot.


“Your wife doesn’t want you to die,” the lawyer said.


Ward didn’t say anything. He stared at the lawyer with a kind of grim and detached intensity. He sat perfectly motionless but the pulse beat visibly at the base of his throat and after a moment he pressed his lips closed. After a long time the lawyer sighed and said, “Why did you kill her?”


Still Ward did not answer. He rubbed the sleeve of his coat across his eyes. The silence in the cell was deep and heavy. From somewhere near came a soft, Negro laugh; a man’s voice called out, then drifted off and the silence closed in again. “Had you known her before you came to San Diego?” the lawyer asked.


Ward rose slowly. He took a step forward, holding his right hand rigidly open, the fingers pressed together, and suddenly the hand flashed out. It slapped the lawyer’s cheek with a sharp report; the lawyer’s head was jolted to one side, his glasses flew off and tinkled when they hit the floor. He gasped and opened his mouth to cry out, half-rising from the stool.


But Ward’s hand grasped his shoulder. “Wait!” Ward said. “Don’t yell. Wait. I didn’t mean to do that. Don’t yell. I’m sorry.” The lawyer stared up at him through watering eyes; finally he gulped and nodded and Ward’s hand left his shoulder.


Ward moved across to get the glasses. One foot came half out of one of his shoes and he stumbled and stepped on them. Then he picked them up and pressed the frames into the lawyer’s hand, saying over and over again, “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.”


“I got upset,” he said. “Look, I’ll buy you another pair. I can give you a check.” He grinned reassuringly as he retreated to the cot. The lawyer raised his hand to his cheek.


“Look,” Ward said. “Maybe you better come back tomorrow. Maybe I am nuts. I don’t know what happened to me then. Come back tomorrow and we’ll talk it over, will you?” His face had a tight, strained look, as though he were rigidly controlling its expression, and finally he covered it with his hands, rubbing his hands slowly up and down over his mouth and eyes. “Look,” he said in a muffled voice. “I’m sorry I scared you.”


The lawyer licked his lips, picked up his briefcase and rose stiffly. “All right,” he said, slipping the horn frames into his pocket. “I’ll come tomorrow afternoon. Would you mind if I brought an alienist with me?”


“What?…Sure, bring three of them.” Ward got up and stepped forward, but as he did so the lawyer instinctively retreated. Ward stopped and said, “Well, thanks. Thanks a lot. You come back tomorrow.”


“I will,” the lawyer said, and he moved sideways to the door.


When the turnkey had let him out, Jack stood motionless in the center of the cell, staring down at the tiny points of light where the sun from the window caught the shards of glass upon the floor. He listened to the clatter of the lawyer’s black shoes and the squeak-jangle of the turnkey fade away down the hall. He was panting now.


Suddenly he put his hands in his hip pockets and stretched, pushing down on his hips and curving his chest out, trying to keep himself from trembling. Exultantly he flexed his shoulders and yawned, squeezing his eyes closed, and then he stepped across to the door and gripped the bars so tightly the steel seemed to contract under his hands. The long, yellowish corridor was empty and silent, lit at intervals by the caged lights. He could not see the man in the cell opposite him; he could see no one anywhere.


He gripped the bars tighter and pulled his body against them, straining his body tightly against the bars, and when he returned to the cot he was laughing silently and breathlessly. Sitting on the edge of the cot he laughed into his sour-smelling hands, thinking that in a minute he would stop laughing and smoke one more cigarette.




Part 1
BAIRD
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Baird sat on the porch of his house staring out at the orchard that fell away down the hill. The leaves of the apple trees were dull and dusty, but beyond, the wide flat floor of the San Joaquin valley was bright in the sun, extending off into bright haze, from which rose the dark mountains of the coast range.


He lowered his eyes to his hand, which was clasped tightly on the chair arm. The hand was thick, arthritic, spotted, roasted by the sun until it looked like the back of a toad. He saw himself now as too old, an old rancher in faded levis and a khaki shirt frayed white at the cuffs and collar, with thick white hair and hooded, deeply pouched eyes—and all in him worn harsh and sucked dry by age.


He tried to think of the things he could be doing now, the never-ending round of chores about the ranch: the broken mailbox, the weeding in the orchard, the pump, the chicken house. He might go into Bakersfield to see about getting the alfalfa cut.…And he should be going in to see the lawyer, as he had promised to do when the lawyer had talked to him on the telephone. He thought of that for a moment, because he could not help it, and then he tried not to think.


These years since he had sent her away he had forbidden himself to think about his daughter; even when she had been living on the next ranch and he would see her sometimes on the highway, driving the long, black automobile, or on Sundays when he would see them riding together, or just hearing the distant crack of a shotgun, knowing who it was hunting rabbits. When the lawyer had phoned, he had not understood at first because it had not been in the Bakersfield paper. So it had been the lawyer who had told him and Baird had promised to come in to see him and had hung up, gasping and pressing his crossed arms against his chest where his heart had turned to a piece of crumbling, aching stone. His legs had turned to sticks which would only carry him to the door of her room, where he had stood gasping and blind with tears.


He wasn’t going to San Diego. Already it was too late, and now there was no point in going. But he absolved himself of not having gone. She had been his daughter, but when he had sent her away and forbidden himself to think of her or even to recognize her existence, she had been his daughter no longer. That was what he had decreed to himself that night, and stubbornly he had held to it. She was no longer his daughter; he would not think about her anymore.


As he stared out at the orchard he saw Juan, dark and lean in dungarees patched at the seat with lighter blue, come around the corner of the house carrying a shovel and a hoe. He didn’t look toward the porch as he slowly walked down among the rows of trees. Baird took his watch from his pocket; it was one o’clock.


He pushed himself to his feet and thumped down the steps and onto the baked dirt in front of the porch, squinting into the sun. He turned and stared back at the house, angry that his will was not strong enough, for the house he saw was the house that had been his and hers after her mother had died. She had lived here with him. She had grown up here, and he had tried always to do the best thing for her. His eyes were watering, and in them the house shimmered and sparkled.


The house was old too, the paint cracked and scrofulous from the valley sun. The porch covered the entire front and behind it were three narrow windows with the shades half-drawn. On the porch were two rockers and the marble-topped table, the legs of which were scaling with rust. Between two of the windows a batten had come off, leaving a dark vertical scar.


He leaned against the weatherbeaten rail. The sun was too bright, too hot and his eyes would not stop watering. He could feel his heart pounding in his chest.


When he felt stronger he went into the house, and stopped again in the parlor to look around him, his hand resting on the high back of the leather platform rocker. Slanting wedges of light from the windows shivered across the room, across the army blanket that covered the old davenport and across the brown linoleum and the base of the tall floor lamp with the faded satin shade.


Finally he stepped forward and threw open the door of the little room that had been hers. In it were an army cot, a tall dresser, a table and a chair, and on the wall a faded color photograph of Bridal Veil Falls. He slumped down in the chair, one elbow resting on the table, hand braced against his cheek, the other arm lying loosely across his lap. His eyes fell on his dusty boots, and then moved upward to the cot, which was rectangular and flat under its white coverlet, like a cement slab.


He felt his hands clench so tightly they ached. “Why?” he whispered hoarsely. Why had the Lord willed it this way? He thought of the Denton ranch that would now be his; the eighty acres of potatoes, the grazing land, the fancy quarter-horses, the stone house; all of it his, given him as nothing else had ever been given him in his life, without his having to pay for it. But he had paid for it, and paid for it as he had never paid for anything else, paid what a price, taken what a loss. But the loss had been nine years ago, and could he say that what he had thrown away was lost?


He put his hand over his face, remembering another time he had sat here like this—with her suitcases in front of him. But she had been bad, a bad girl, a bad woman, evil, like her mother, abandoned, a———. His mind refused to frame the word.


He was fighting against it, fighting against the remembering, but too strong, too powerful, the remembering rushed up, like hot sour vomit in his head. All of it, all the cruelty of it, came back with a vivid rush that throbbed in his brain and ached in his throat, and the forbidden closet of his memory burst and overflowed.
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Some part of it, he supposed, must have started the year Alf Landon was defeated. It was a year when the words “parity income” meant that the government paid the farmers money not to plant crops when people were starving. Young men in fresh khaki came around to tell him what to plant, and how to plow, and to explain lengthily about soil conservation. Each month he took the government check he got for doing what they said down to Bakersfield, to cash it and buy supplies.


Juan carried the boxes of canned goods back to the truck while he went into the lingerie store. A girl with lip rouge on her mouth and a dead front tooth came to wait on him, smirking at him across the glass-topped display case. She giggled when he told her what he wanted.


“What size, sir?” she said.


“She’s sixteen. I guess about medium size.”


She reached under the counter and brought out a pink one, holding it up by an end. “Like this? Or we have them in white.”


“That’s all right. How much is it?”


“One fifteen.”


He snapped open his leather purse and took out a dollar, opened the other compartment and counted out the change while she wrapped the parcel for him. Outside he walked quickly toward where he had left his truck. A Greyhound Bus and a big red truck and trailer passed him with a sharp smell of exhaust fumes, and he saw Roger Denton and Mark Schuford come out of the Rancher’s Bar and Grill and cross the sidewalk to Denton’s automobile.


He averted his face so he wouldn’t have to see Denton, but then he heard Denton call his name and he looked up and nodded.


“Can I give you a lift, Baird?” Denton said. Schuford was smiling and holding the door open, an unlit cigarette tilted upward in his mouth.


“My machine’s right here,” he said. “Thanks.” As he hurried on with the package clenched tightly in his armpit he watched the new, shining automobile drive by. His face felt flushed and when he saw Juan lounging in the front seat of his old truck he gestured angrily at him. Juan leaped out with the crank, started the motor and they drove silently out the highway to the ranch.


Juan followed him up from the shed, carrying the boxes of canned goods. They passed the shack with the slanting, tarpapered roof that had been on the land when he had bought it, thirty-five years ago now, where Juan and Mary slept; passed the outhouse covered with the dead morning-glory vine Cora had planted after their marriage, the chicken coop where the old rooster herded his six hens out of the way, the mint bed beside the pump in the shade of the house. Jill scampered out of the shadow, barking and wriggling and looking up at him with eyes that were like clear glass marbles.


“Down, Jill!” he said sternly, and then the back door banged open against its stop and V ran out.


“Did you bring me anything?” she cried. She was wearing levis that were too tight and one of his old white shirts, the sleeves turned up on her brown arms. Her face was plump and clear and she wore her blonde hair in two fat pigtails that danced when she tossed her head and tried to pull the package from under his arm. He stopped to let her take it and Juan stepped around them and went up the back steps into the kitchen.


“What is it, Papa?” V said, but he put his hand on her arm when she started to tear the paper.


“Not here,” he said. He watched her run up the steps. She was growing up; she was shaped like a woman now, and she was almost as tall as he.


In the kitchen Mary had dinner on the stove and Juan was standing on a chair stacking cans in the cupboard. Baird walked past them and into V’s room. She had the package open and the paper had fallen to the floor. She looked up at him and smiled.


“It’s a nice one, Papa. Do you want me to put it on?”


“Yes,” he said. “You’d better start wearing it all the time.”


She unbuttoned the two top buttons of the shirt and stripped it off over her head. Her flesh was white above the sunburn of her arms and below that of her throat, and her breasts were surprisingly full, the nipples tiny and pink. For the first time it embarrassed him to see her like this. It seemed wrong. His tongue thickened in his mouth and he looked away as she slipped her arms into the straps of the brassiere and turned around, holding the two ends in her hand.


“Would you fasten it, please?”


He snapped the ends together, trying not to touch her back with his awkward fingers. He remembered the day four years ago when he had driven her to Manteca so that Cora’s sister, V’s Aunt Elizabeth, could tell her the things she ought to know and the things that would be happening to her soon, and the awful, silent, embarrassment of the trip home again, when he had known what V must be thinking, and she must, in turn, have known that he knew. Now she was looking at herself in the mirror, full front, and then in profile, holding her shoulders back and thrusting her chest out.


“I’m awfully big,” she said.


“Does it fit all right?”


“Yes,” she said. “It kind of binds a little but I guess it’s all right.”


Her head was cocked to one side, her lips pursed. He cleared his throat and tried to say lightly, “You’re growing up, V.”


She giggled and looked at him shyly, covering her breasts with her hands. “Did it embarrass you to buy it, Papa?”


He shook his head. He felt strangely angry. He wished he knew how to talk to her. He never knew what to say. She put her shirt back on and pushed the tails down into the top of her levis. “Can I go over to see Mr. Denton?” she asked.


“I don’t guess he’s home. I saw him in town just a little ago.”


“He said he’d be home.”


“Did you get all your chores finished?”


“Oh, I finished mending the stockings this morning, and there’s nothing more to do in the kitchen and I won’t be very long. Mr. Denton promised to let me ride Romer.”


“All right,” he said. “Don’t be late for supper, honey.”


“I won’t. Thanks, Papa.” She kissed him on the forehead and ran out. He watched her go, jealously; he watched her through the window as she ran down through the orchard in the sun. It seemed such a short time ago that she had been a little girl, and not much before that a baby, and he and Cora had taken her to Cora’s church in Bakersfield to be baptized. Vassilia Caroline Baird; she had cried when the water touched her. Today he had had to buy her one of those things and it would probably not be long before she married and went away somewhere and he would be more completely alone than after Cora had died.


When September came V had to exchange her levis and work shirt for black skirt, white blouse and black neckerchief, and return to the Priory, where she boarded five days a week. But on the weekends she was often restricted and could not come home; she did not do well in her studies. He missed her desperately during the school year. It was lonely on the ranch without her, but even when she was home for the weekend he did not see much more of her; she was always gone, out with Jill the dog, or over at Roger Denton’s.


Denton had eighty acres of land which he had put into potatoes some years before, and he had prospered raising them, and raising horses. He had a big stone house, a large stable and ring, horses for V to ride, three collie dogs and often a new litter of puppies. Denton was a bachelor almost as old as Baird, but from the few times he had spoken to Denton, Baird knew him to be an educated man. He had money, a new car every year, and Baird realized bitterly that there was nothing on his own little ranch to entertain V, or even that V liked or felt attached to, and there were many things at Denton’s.
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The next summer when school was out V came home on the Greyhound Bus. Baird picked her up at the highway in the truck. He left her in her room to unpack and went into the kitchen to tell Mary to bring some iced tea out to the front porch, but then, through the kitchen window, he saw V come out on the drive and set off through the orchard toward Denton’s.


He felt sick, knowing she had slipped out the front way to avoid seeing him. He hurried to the porch and called her back, and when she came slowly up the steps he motioned her into a chair. She had changed her clothes. The legs of her levis were rolled up on her ankles. She didn’t speak or even look at him, and hurt and angry, he wondered why.


He said, “Don’t ever go off without telling me, like that.”


She bit her lip. She was sitting in the rocker and she rocked back, bracing the tips of her toes on the floor and looking down at her hands. Mary came out on the porch with two glasses of tea.


“Oh, Mary,” V said, “please could I have some mint in mine?”


Mary nodded. She was huge in a red-and-white-checked Mother Hubbard, and her laceless men’s shoes squeaked softly as she went back into the house.


“How were your grades this time?” Baird asked.


V slumped down in the rocker and hung one leg over the arm. She would not meet his eyes, silently stirring the ice in her glass with a forefinger. When Mary returned with the sprig of mint, she crumpled it and dropped it into her glass, again stirring her finger in the tea and staring down at it. Baird remembered that Cora had always liked mint in her iced tea—and suddenly, in his mind’s eyes, he saw her here. He saw her sitting on the front porch with Mr. Burgess, who had been principal of the Tyler Union Elementary School when she had taught there; he saw Cora and Mr. Burgess sitting on the front porch over iced tea as he and V were sitting now, discussing poetry and books, Mr. Burgess talking in his eastern voice about Shakespeare and Keats and Shelley, with his red mouth like a slash in his long white face, his slender white hands making continual lifting, circling motions; Cora watching him with her head tilted to one side like a bird, her knees and feet held together as she rocked, her dark eyes big and happy with interest. And he saw himself sitting with them, wearing his ignorance and inferiority as Juan wore his dark skin, ashamed to remain with them because he was so completely and irrevocably outside their conversation, restrained from leaving by the suspicion and jealousy that had sickened him.


He shook his head savagely. “V!” he said.


“Yes, Papa?”


“I asked you about your grades. Did you fail Algebra?”


She shook her head without looking up. “D.”


“What else did you get?”


“I got a B in English.” He looked at her steadily and she fidgeted in the chair and finally said, “I got a B in Ancient History, a C in Sacred Studies, and a D in Latin.”


“I didn’t know you were doing so poorly in Latin.”


“I failed the final. We had to conjugate a whole lot of verbs nobody knew and a lot of girls cheated, but I didn’t.” She looked up at him defiantly.


“Take the ice out of your mouth when you talk,” he said. “I’m glad you didn’t cheat but that’s no excuse for getting such a low grade.” He had tried to explain to her that he had spent the money necessary to send her to the Priory instead of to the public high school so that she would have a good education, as her mother had had; so that she might be able to teach school if she ever had to go to work, instead of having to get a job in a packing plant, or becoming a waitress. He watched her spit the ice back into her glass. The rocker squeaked as she leaned forward to place the glass on the floor. She said in a low voice, “I’m sorry I’m such a disappointment to you, Papa.”


“V…” he began, but then he said instead, “You could work harder. There’s no reason why you shouldn’t get better grades if you’d work harder.”


“I do work hard!” He saw that her eyes were wet and hurt. “I guess I’m just stupid,” she said.


“Don’t talk like that, honey. You know you’re not stupid.”


“Well, I guess I am. I guess I’m no good. I don’t like school. Maybe I ought to quit going.”


“You finish school!” he said angrily. “You study harder. There’s no reason why you can’t get better grades.”


She got to her feet and turned away from him. “I’m going over and see Mr. Denton,” she announced.


He looked at her silently, helplessly, as she stood with her back to him, waiting for him to tell her to go, or to send her to her room. He knew he should punish her for this rudeness. But it was her first day home from school and he said, “Don’t be late for supper, honey.” It did not sound the way he had wanted it to, and she walked down the steps without glancing back. He wondered if she were crying.


He sat on the porch for a long time, sipping his iced tea and looking out on the dusty orchard and the rutted dusty road, feeling sorry and helpless and inadequate and, at the same time, angry. He knew she didn’t like the Priory, but he couldn’t let her leave school, and he knew the discipline at the Priory was good for her.


It wasn’t just that the public high school was coeducational; he told himself he was not afraid of that. He wanted her to marry and be happy. But there was a wild bunch at the high school; girls who wore short skirts and tight sweaters and too much lip rouge, riding around in open automobiles with young men who drove too fast, who smoked and probably drank and he didn’t know what else. He had had to run a couple out of his orchard once, youngsters in a convertible coupe who were lolling all over each other. He was pretty sure they had been drinking; when they had driven away the boy had shouted back, calling him an old hick, the girl laughing and leaning against his shoulder and looking back and waving. The youngsters were wild nowadays—it was because of the depression, the paper said—and the Priory was the place for V.


V was late for dinner and he went out on the porch to wait for her. The sun gone behind the coast range, the land was silent and beautiful in the fading day, the alfalfa in the bottom creamy green, streaking and darkening in long finger strips with the warm wind that rustled through the orchard. Tule fog was forming low along the valley floor.


Above the rustling of the trees he heard the sound of hoofs, and then he saw the horse. V was crouched forward on its bare back, her hair streaming out behind her, the copper-colored gelding smoothly running up the slope from the bottom. She pulled to a stop on the drive and, holding the reins in her hand, led the horse up to the porch. The face she raised to Baird was flushed and excited.


“Papa, meet Tony,” she said.


“You’re late for dinner.”


Tony’s small fox ears flicked upright and he stamped a foot. Still smiling, V licked her lips and started to speak, but Baird said, “Supper’s on the table. Now take him home and get back here quick as you can. I don’t want you out after dark.”


She didn’t move.


“V!” he said. “Did you hear me?”


“Tony’s my horse.”


“What do you mean?”


“Mr. Denton gave him to me.” She was smiling again. “Oh, Papa, isn’t he beautiful?” She pressed her face against Tony’s muzzle, her arm encircling his neck. Baird put his hands on the porch rail and leaned forward, looking down into the horse’s short, dark intelligent face. It was the finest quarter-horse he had ever seen, with heavily muscled hindquarters and a deep chest heaving slightly from the run up the hill.


“You’d better take him back,” he said tiredly.


“Oh, no! He gave him to me!”


“You’d…”


“Oh, please,” V cried softly. “Oh, please, please, Papa!”


“I’ll buy you a horse if I can. We can’t afford anything like that.”


V buried her face in the copper neck. “Oh, please,” she whispered. “He’s so beautiful. I want something to be mine.” Baird didn’t speak, licking the dryness from his lips. Then he heard her whisper, “He’s the only beautiful thing I ever had,” and he almost cried out with pain. He wanted to tell her that he himself had never had anything beautiful; except the land, which was beautiful only at this time of day, and only then if he could forget what it had taken out of him; except Cora, who had died before he had ever known her and of whom he had been jealous and suspicious until the end and even after it; except her, V, who somehow did not belong to him.


But he could not tell her, and he said, “You’d better take him back,” and turned and went inside. Mary was filling the glasses with milk from the dented tin pitcher. She looked up sullenly as he came in. “Put some supper in the oven for her,” he said, and outside he heard the clop of hoofs, slow at first, then hastening, and fading to silence at a gallop.


It was almost an hour before V returned. She went into her room through the kitchen and through her closed door he could hear her crying. He cursed Denton. He couldn’t accept a favor like that, and he couldn’t afford to buy Tony. Finally he went to sit on the porch in the darkness, where he couldn’t hear her crying.


The next morning he was helping Juan clear out one of the irrigation ditches when Denton drove up from the highway in his new Ford pick-up truck. Baird put down his shovel and wiped his mud-caked hands on his trouser legs before they shook hands. Denton was a short, spare man with bushy, iron-gray hair and eyebrows and a long neck. He wore a chamois jacket and tan breeches, and there was a cigarette in a yellow holder between his teeth. Baird had disliked him from the first time they had met, ten years ago now, when Denton had first bought his ranch. He had seen Denton, with one look at Baird’s clothes, ranch buildings and house, decide Baird didn’t amount to much. That first day Denton had talked about his heart trouble, his ranch and the peach orchards near Marysville he had sold to buy it, and about why he had never married. But since he and V had become friends, Denton had dropped his superior manner and seemed strangely anxious that Baird should like him. Baird always had the feeling that Denton had something important to say to him, but could never get around to it.


“Weather’s been fine,” Baird said.


“Hasn’t it? Though I could do with a little less sun.” Denton spoke with a soft, slow, slurring sound, the esses leaking out the corners of his mouth. There was a silence; Baird looked down at Denton’s gleaming riding boots.


“About that horse,” Denton said.


“Yes.”


“I’d like her to have him. I had him broken for the kid, Baird. He’s gentle.”


“It’s not that.”


Denton was silent. He took the holder from his mouth and tapped the cigarette with a yellow-stained forefinger.


“I can’t afford a horse like that,” Baird said. “I wish you’d talked to me first, because…”


“You don’t need to buy him.”


“Well, I couldn’t let you do that.”


“I don’t know why not. Oh, I know how you feel, but… Well, she loves that pony and I’d like to give him to her.”


Baird shook his head. “That horse is worth a lot of money. I can’t let you do me a favor like that.” He shook his head again. But maybe the horse would serve to keep V at home, he thought. He pictured her if he told her he had changed his mind and she could have Tony. He took off his hat and smoothed his hair back.


“I’m not doing you a favor, man,” Denton said. “It’s for her. Why, hell, I’m a lonely old bachelor; it gives me a lift having the kid playing around my place.” He stopped and tapped the cigarette again. They both watched the ashes drift down. “I’d really like to do it for her,” Denton said.


“Well, maybe I could pay you for him after a while. I don’t like to be in debt to anybody.”


“You’re not in debt to me!” Denton protested. “And if you’ll let me I’ll hustle a couple of men over here to put up a corral.”


“No,” Baird said. “Don’t do that. Juan and me…Juan can rig one up.”


He got the tin of Copenhagen from his shirt pocket and bit off a corner of tobacco. “That’s a fine-looking horse,” he said. Looking up, he saw that there were spots of color on Denton’s cheeks, and he was dabbing at his forehead with a handkerchief. His mouth was half-open, as though he were going to speak.


But he closed it again and looked away. Finally he nodded and said, “Out of one of my mares by Copper McCloud. The kid’ll take good care of him.”


Baird said awkwardly, “Well, I sure want to thank you. V’ll be happy, I know.”


“She’s a great kid. The best there is. She deserves that pony.”


“I wish I could do more for her,” Baird said, as they walked to the pick-up and shook hands. Denton’s eyes suddenly jerked up to his, almost pleadingly.


“Baird…” he began.


Baird looked at him and after a moment Denton smiled foolishly. His cheeks were red. “I wish you’d let me build that corral,” he said.


“No,” Baird said. “Thanks,” and Denton nodded and got quickly into the pick-up. Baird watched him, puzzled, as Denton backed down the hill. He stood for a moment watching the bend in the road where the pick-up had disappeared, then he walked slowly up to the house to tell V.
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The corral went up quickly. They built it out next to the shed and whitewashed it, set boulders around it and whitewashed them. At the juncture of the shed and the corral they built the stall and V nailed a horseshoe over the door and painted tony beneath it with blue enamel. She was happy and it made him happy to see her so. He knew Juan and Mary felt it as well. The house and the dingy, sunbaked little ranch buildings seemed more alive.


But the horse did not keep V at home, as he had hoped. She spent all her time with Tony now, riding him, or currying and petting him, and she was long hours over at Denton’s. She was learning to jump and teaching Tony tricks, riding in Denton’s ring on one of Denton’s English saddles. Right after breakfast she would be gone, usually not to return until lunch time, and then she would be gone again until supper. And one long, summer evening she went out after supper and returned at dark, laden with packages. Baird heard her snap the lock when she went into her room.


He was sitting in the platform rocker by the window, reading the paper in the funnel of light from the floor lamp. He didn’t look up when he heard her come out but after a moment she turned on the ceiling light and called softly, “Papa!”


He put down the paper. He gasped when he saw her.


She was smiling, turning slowly around, standing directly beneath the dim, dangling light bulb. She had on a jacket and short skirt of white buckskin trimmed with gold, and tasseled white Hessian half-boots. She carried a huge white Stetson in her hand.


He stared at her legs. Bare from thigh to calf, ivory, full-fleshed, they were woman’s legs. He was shocked, and suddenly frightened.


“How do you like me?” she asked in a little voice.


He licked his lips. “What have you got on?”


Again she turned around self-consciously, her free hand on her hip, one leg slightly bent. Her hair, brushed until it shone, hung down her back in two blonde braids.


“Isn’t it beautiful?” she cried suddenly, and she ran and knelt beside his chair. “It’s my costume for Frontier Day.” Her hand clutched his arm and he could feel its warmth through his shirtsleeve; her eyes shone. “Oh, Papa, I’m going to ride Tony in the Parade!”


“Not in that!”


“Yes, I am.”


He cleared his throat. “Not in that, you’re not!”


“But Papa, why not?”


“You know why not.” He took off his glasses, folded them nervously and laid them on the window sill. V’s face had paled, but she still smiled, the smile set and meaningless.


“Did he buy that for you?”


She nodded. Her eyes searched his hopefully.


“He ought to know better than that. You’re not going to put on a show for those people down in Bakersfield.” He felt her hand leave his arm. “You look indecent,” he said.


V slowly got to her feet, looking down at her legs. There were goose pimples on them and she was shivering, and when she put the hat on he saw why she had not worn it before. It was too large. The brim slid down almost to her eyes, and when her eyes met his, he looked away.


“Go put your clothes on,” he told her harshly. “Take that outfit back tomorrow.”


She turned away. The boots clumped on the linoleum as she walked to her room. He saw her looking at herself in the mirror and she took off the Stetson hat before she closed the door.


He put his glasses back on, shook out the newspaper and tried to go back to his reading, but he could not concentrate. The lines of type were wavy and jumbled together.


He put the paper down. He wished he had not spoken so harshly. She couldn’t be expected to know such a costume was improper. He supposed he was always too harsh with her, but that was his way and he couldn’t change it. Yet he had hurt V, and that hurt him, and his foot caught in something and he looked down. It was a tear in the rag rug that covered the worn place beneath the rocker.


He could remember when V’s mother had made that rug, and now it was worn out. His throat ached with shame as he remembered Cora, who had been dead twelve years now; a tall, thin schoolteacher with beautiful dark eyes and hair and a consumptive chest. He had met her during the war; somehow he had known that if he asked her to marry him she would accept, and he had never known why. But he had suspected many reasons why she should have married him; he had invented cruel, calculating, insidious reasons, and then for seven years he had been tortured and wrung by emotions he had not known existed and which now he looked back upon as some terrible, secret, shameful disease.


When he thought about it he could almost recapture the ache of the jealousy, so intense had it been; his suspicion of Mr. Burgess, of young John Schuford, who had come to visit with Cora sometimes, of still others whose existence he knew he only imagined. He knew them now as only fantasies of his mind, but he could still feel the torturing emotions that had shaken him. And after each of his outbursts at Cora, when his rage had died, he had had a moment of clarity in which he realized that his imagination had deceived him, only to be enraged again with the surety that he was driving Cora to the very thing of which he had accused her.


He could recapture the ache of jealousy because now he felt it again. It hurt him that he and V could not be friends the way she and Denton were but he could not blame V. It was a lonely, dull life for her with no one her own age within miles; only a horse and a dog for playmates, and both of them somehow unnatural because they had been deprived of the right to reproduce; an old man for her only friend, and a father who was still older and who was harsh and worked out.


He supposed he should go in and talk to her, but what was there to say? He couldn’t let her ride in the Frontier Day Parade in that outfit. It was indecent. He couldn’t have those Bakersfield people ogling his daughter, thinking her a bad girl. It was Denton’s fault, and anger at Denton welled up in him and left him shaking. He pushed the paper from his lap, rose and strode across to V’s door. He knocked. “V?” he called, and he turned the knob and entered.


She was sitting on the edge of her bed, her elbows on her knees, hands supporting her chin, staring at the blank wall opposite her. She had taken off the boots; one of them lay flat on the floor and the other stood upright, the top bent limply to one side.


“Put the things back in the boxes, honey,” he said, and he tried to say it gently. “I’ll take them back for you.”
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