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Land of Hills and Valleys

For the land, whither ye go to posses it, is a land of hills and valleys…

Deuteronomy 11:11


Part I: Hills


Chapter I

I have been here before,

But when or how I cannot tell:

I know the grass beyond the door,

The sweet keen smell…

Dante Gabriel Rossetti: Sudden Light

I leaned back against the faded seat-cushion of the passenger car, my face out of the sunlight that fell in flickering bars across my lap. The wide-open beauty of Wyoming on a clear, stunning June day was flying past the windows of the westbound train, and I had a guilty feeling that I was wasting a marvelous experience by not looking at it. But right now all I could think was that I was less than twenty minutes from my destination. My heart thumped in my ears despite my telling myself over and over that I was perfectly calm and there was nothing to be excited about. But even with this and half a dozen other very real sensations—the heat in the car, the smell of dusty fabric on the seats and smoke from the engine, the bright sunlight that almost hurt my eyes—I was still coming to terms with the reality of my situation.

I resisted the impulse to take the crinkled telegram out of my purse one more time. The single line it contained had already yielded everything it was going to tell me. Wire received stop will meet two-thirty train Claxton station stop Robert Herrington.

Mrs. Draper had been understanding and reasonable about the whole thing, even though she plainly thought my trip to Wyoming was a wild-goose chase. It would have been unreasonable of her to object, though: I had asked no favors and taken little vacation during the three years I had been Eunice Draper’s private secretary. I had been happy enough with the Drapers, even if I sometimes found it a little dull. Eunice was a distant cousin of my father’s, who had offered me the position more out of charity toward an eighteen-year-old orphan with practically no money and even less idea what to do with her life, than for any other reason. Dull or not, I knew it could have gone much harder with me if there had been no Eunice.

I hadn’t for years even remembered I had a grandfather. When the letter came informing me of his death, my first and only emotion was surprise—and then a little guilt for feeling nothing else; but it was hardly possible to have felt anything, since I’d never known him and seldom thought of him. Had he ever thought of me—or even known I existed? Possibly not—I couldn’t remember my mother ever writing to him during my childhood. All that Robert Herrington’s letter said was that his property went to me as his next-of-kin. It consisted of a small ranch in Severn Valley, Wyoming, and evidently some money. Herrington, my grandfather’s lawyer and executor, had advanced me money to make the trip west, and it was my own money. That was an odd feeling.

Severn Valley, Wyoming. I turned my head against the cushion to watch the sweep and roll of the grassy range, so endless around us that it almost felt like the train was making no headway in spite of its speed. Deep down I knew it was the name that had made me come, not the property. It was the little bundle of letters in my top bureau drawer, browned and faded by time, their envelopes slit jaggedly along the top; all dated nearly twenty-five years ago—letters written by my parents before their marriage, with the ones in my mother’s handwriting bearing the return address of Severn Valley.

I had always wanted to know what it was like. I’d always had a sneaking fascination with the West, reading books about it now and then, lingering over pictures of Wyoming in magazines and advertisements. It must have been because of the animated look that came over my mother’s face when she talked about Wyoming, a quickening of enthusiasm in her voice that I could still hear now, even though the occasions when she mentioned it had been rare. I had a dozen little fragmented pictures of the place in my mind from the way she described the hills, the clear air, the wildflowers, the horses.

And yet, after her marriage, she had never gone back.

The train began to slack speed. I drew a quick deep breath and gathered my gloves and purse from my lap, flicking an instinctive glance to my suitcase in the rack overhead. We were coming into Claxton now. The tracks crossed several wide streets lined with modest storefronts and parked automobiles; a network of cattle pens began to slide past. I stared with interest at what I could see of reddish polls and ears and the tips of short horns behind the wide slatted fences. It was a whole new world, an unfamiliar one; but I was not backward in either curiosity or willingness to explore it.

Only a handful of passengers got off at Claxton. They melted away in different directions even before I paused on the platform to get my bearings—alone within thirty seconds of my arrival. But I looked along the platform, with the sun-burnished double line of the tracks running away from Claxton shining alongside it, and saw two men standing near the ticket window watching the dispersing passengers as if waiting for somebody. One was a slight, gray-haired, middle-aged man in a three-piece suit, not much above my own height; the other wore blue jeans, a gray shirt and broad-brimmed Stetson hat. I took a half-hesitant step in their direction, and immediately the man in the suit whipped off his felt hat and advanced to meet me, holding out his hand.

He said, “You must be Lena Campbell? I’m Robert Herrington.”

“Yes, I am. I’m glad to meet you.”

Herrington shook my hand warmly, then turned to introduce his companion. “Miss Campbell, this is Ray Harper, your grandfather’s foreman.”

Ray Harper shook hands with me without speaking. He was taller than Herrington and considerably younger; under thirty, I thought. I was conscious of clear brown eyes studying me before I turned back toward Robert Herrington, who was speaking again. “I’ve got my car here; it’s only about half an hour’s drive to Severn Valley. Do you have any more luggage?”

“No, this is all. My employer—Mrs. Draper—she didn’t think I ought to bring too much if I wasn’t certain yet what I was going to do, and…”

And I hadn’t been ready to tell her my real intentions just then. But Robert Herrington drew his own conclusions about my meaning and accepted it without a finished sentence. “Of course. Right this way, then; my car’s just down here.”

“Can I take that for you?” said Ray Harper, holding out his hand for my suitcase, and I surrendered it with murmured thanks. I almost felt I’d have liked to have something as familiar as a slightly sweaty suitcase-handle to hold on to, but those are the kinds of things you can never explain at short notice. I followed Herrington down the platform steps to where his car, a brown Buick coupe that looked as middle-aged and unpretentious as its owner, was parked on the other side of the station building. Herrington opened the passenger door for me to get in, then went around to the driver’s side. Ray Harper put in my suitcase and got in the back seat, and slammed the door as Herrington started the engine.

No one said much until we had navigated a few dusty Claxton streets and were out on the highway, speeding along under the blue sky. “I’ve gathered,” said Robert Herrington, “that you don’t know too much about your grandfather.”

“No—practically nothing,” I said, my eyes still fastened to the limitless view. “I never met him. In fact I wasn’t even sure whether he knew my mother had a child.”

“It’s possible he didn’t,” said Robert Herrington. “At least we found nothing to suggest otherwise. He left no will, you see. We had to locate his next-of-kin, and that, coupled with the—circumstances of his death, accounts for the time it took to notify you.”

“The circumstances?” I glanced sideways at him. It was the first unusual note in the conversation.

“About that,” said Herrington, and stopped. I thought the car’s speed slacked off a little, as if he was thinking hard and focusing less on his driving. “It has no bearing on your inheritance, but you might as well know, your grandfather was…killed.”

The highway continued to flow toward us with smooth regularity, as though we were driving into the blue sky ahead. “Killed? You mean in an accident?”

“He died of a gunshot wound,” said Robert Herrington.

There was silence in the car for a minute except for the grumble of the motor and the hum of the tires on the highway. Not knowing what to say, I looked out the window and my eyes caught the side-view mirror—it was angled so I could see Ray Harper in the back seat, and from the direction of his eyes I could tell he was watching me steadily from behind.

All sorts of thoughts flickered through my mind. Suicide?…an accident with a gun?…but Herrington’s answer seemed to have ruled that out. I sat a minute searching for the words to ask, and finally said, “Did anyone…was someone arrested?”

“No,” said Herrington. “He was found dead by the side of the road after having left the ranch alone one night—there was no evidence to point toward any particular person. The inquest brought in a verdict of murder by person or persons unknown.”

“Oh,” I said. I was silent again for a minute. Not just a new world, which had contained a grandfather I never knew, but one with layers and undercurrents I had no conception of—one in which someone had found reason to shoot my grandfather dead.

I thought Ray Harper was very silent too. I glanced again at the mirror, half expecting to find him still watching me, but this time he had turned his head and was looking out the window.

Herrington turned the steering wheel hand over hand as the road curved. “Would you prefer to go straight to my office, or see the ranch first? You can get a good room in town if you’d prefer to stay there.”

“Oh, no, see the ranch first, please. I thought that’s where we were going,” I said, feeling suddenly childish and shy at the sound of the mixed eagerness and disappointment in my own voice.

“Certainly, if that’s what you want.” I thought I saw Herrington flick a glance at the rear-view mirror, but couldn’t be sure.

By mutual consent, it seemed, nothing else important was said for the rest of the drive. I sat and watched the landscape of broad pastures and rocky outcroppings with growing enthusiasm, turning to Herrington now and then with a question about places we passed. Ray Harper didn’t enter the conversation except once or twice when Herrington referred a question to him, and then when he answered his voice sounded entirely natural. I decided I must have imagined there had been some constraint in his manner at first.

Severn Valley came on us quickly, small and surprising, about a mile after we left the two-lane highway for a narrow dirt road. First came a filling station, and here the dusty road widened, strung with a few houses and stores on each side. There was a general store, a feed and grain store, a bank and a few small offices, and a two-story clapboard building with a wooden sign bearing the imposing name Hotel Stevenson. Power lines dipped between poles; there were some widely spaced street lamps, and on one corner the unlit neon sign of a bar. A few thin, rangy men in faded jeans and impossibly big Stetsons lounged around the street lamp on this corner. A block later as we took a turn to the right, I glimpsed a white frame building in the other direction that I took for a church or a school until Robert Herrington nodded towards it. “County court house. Severn Valley’s still the county seat, even though Claxton outgrew it thirty years ago.”

The town dropped behind almost before I’d had time to realize it was really there, and the increasingly narrow road dipped and wound, with barbed-wire fences lining the roadside ditches. My heart started to beat hard again, though I tried to stifle the nonsensical feeling. I was almost home.

Home? What home? A place I’d never seen, a place my mother had never returned to—a run-down little ranch off the beaten path of everything?

But foolish as it seemed, every hill and pasture and fence since Claxton seemed to have been reaching out to me, welcoming me, and my heart had already fallen hard for every one.


Chapter II

Though I have had no adventures, I feel capable of them.

Anna Katharine Green: That Affair Next Door

The car turned into a narrow rutted lane, with weed-twined barbed-wire fences on both sides. I saw the house first. It was a faded and weathered white, with a gabled roof and a narrow front porch. Several big spreading cottonwood trees dappled the house and yard with their shade; off to the left were a gray-weathered barn with a corrugated tin roof and some outbuildings and high board corrals. Behind the house the trees thickened to a small grove, and in their shade at the foot of a slope was what must be the bunkhouse.

I opened the car door myself as soon as we stopped, and got out and stood looking up at the house. I stared at it almost as if I expected it to tell me something, to answer the hundred little questions wandering through my head. But it stood quietly, weathered white clapboards, worn-down porch steps, and sunlight falling on plain muslin curtains in the front windows.

I turned to look around the yard. There were some men over near the barn, and I sensed they were looking this way. Down in the barbed-wire pasture that the car had skirted coming up the rutted lane I could see horses grazing, bay and brown and black. And the ranch wasn’t run-down. But I felt suddenly out of place standing there, in my blue cloche hat and the trim blue-and-white checked dress with red piping on the collar and sleeves that had seemed so neat and appropriate when I first boarded the train. To have a sentimental feeling for a place was not enough.

The rear door of the car slammed, and Ray Harper was beside me with my suitcase in his hand. “It may not look like much, but there’s electric and indoor plumbing, and a telephone,” he said. “Telephone was just put in last year.”

I looked at Robert Herrington, who had come around the front of the car to join us, but it was his turn to be silent. He took my elbow and motioned me toward the porch. As I went up the steps, I felt the men by the barn were still watching me.

Ray Harper went ahead of us, and he pushed the door open and held it for me. “Mrs. Crawley—the Crawleys are the nearest neighbors—was over the other day to clean the place up a little,” he said. “She thought you might want to stay overnight here, so she fixed one of the upstairs rooms for you. The house was a little cobwebby, being empty for a few months.”

I stepped through the open door. In front of me was a steep staircase with a hallway running alongside it on the right to the kitchen. On my right was the living room; on the left another room where the door stood partly open, letting a crack of sunlight into the front entry. There was a closet under the stairs, and across the hall from it another door that was shut.

“If you plan on staying the night,” said Ray Harper, “I’ll take your bag upstairs for you.”

I turned toward him, feeling inexplicably more myself. Maybe it was the sunlight, which streams in the same way through any window in the world, or maybe it was the honest simplicity of the little house. “Yes, I’ll stay,” I said. “Thank you.”

I turned back to Robert Herrington. “Well, what do I need to know?”

I couldn’t tell whether he looked annoyed or relieved. Relieved that he wouldn’t have to shepherd me like the unworldly child I looked, maybe; or slightly annoyed that I was taking matters into my own hands so promptly? He pushed open the door to the left, which creaked. “Come in here and we’ll talk,” he said.

The room, with two windows looking out at the front and side, was furnished like an office: there was an old rolltop desk stuffed with papers and odds and ends against the back wall and a table with drawers in the middle of the room; there were a couple of cowhide-bottomed chairs and one faded green-upholstered chair on wooden rockers. Robert Herrington laid the briefcase he had brought from the car on the table, pulled one of the cowhide chairs up to it and motioned me to sit down across from him.

“To begin with,” I said, taking a seat on the edge of the green rocker, “will you just tell me a little more about what I own? I know there’s this ranch property and some money, but what exactly does the ranch include?”

Herrington opened his briefcase and drew out some documents. “Well,” he said, “here is the description of the ranch and a list of the livestock, buildings, et cetera that I’ve compiled. You can look it over for yourself.”

I scanned the sheets of paper he handed me, my eyes widening progressively as I took in the totals of acres, cattle, horses, outbuildings…Herrington’s initial letter had referred to a “small” ranch; I decided they must think in different proportions out here.

“In addition,” Herrington was saying, “after paying off various small debts and bills, there is a very small sum in savings at the Severn Valley Savings and Loan Bank. The land and livestock itself is free from debt; your grandfather finished paying off a mortgage on it three years ago.”

I sat and digested this for a moment, my elbow resting on my knee and the papers still in my hand. I looked round the office. Mrs. Crawley must have cleaned this room, too; except for the jumbled desk it was immaculate, looking as if its occupant had only gone out for the day. Outside somewhere there were men working; the ranch was going on as it always had, with only one place vacant: the place of the owner.

“Does the ranch pay? Enough to make a living, I mean.”

Herrington hesitated a little over the answer, and tapped the end of his fountain-pen on the scarred table. “In theory—if it’s properly run—and barring setbacks such as weather and diseased livestock—”

He broke off as Ray Harper came into the room. Ray did not interrupt, but moved over to the wall and leaned his elbow on the top of the rolltop desk. Herrington sat forward in his chair and spoke more crisply. “Essentially, you have three choices, Miss Campbell. You could stay here and try to run the ranch yourself. You could put the management into someone else’s hands and return home—if you didn’t want to break any ties back east, or give up your current position. However, you’re not likely to see much extra income from the ranch, after operating expenses. Or—” he tapped the desk with his pen again “—you could simply sell the property outright. If you choose to do that, I believe I could successfully find a buyer for you at short notice.”

Ray Harper shifted his position against the desk slightly. I glanced at him, then studied my right thumbnail for a few seconds to give myself time to build the courage for my next question. “If I did want to stay and run it—would I be able to? How much would I need to know?”

Robert Herrington looked over at Ray Harper. “Well…that’s more Ray’s department than mine. If you know nothing about ranching, you’ll need a foreman to run it for you.”

“You mean you don’t work here any more?” I said, my eyes swinging to Ray in some surprise.

“As of right now I do. I agreed to stay on and run the ranch at least until the estate was settled. After that, it’ll depend on whatever the new owner chooses to do, whoever that ends up being.”

“Well,” I said, trying to speak towards both of them, and to manage the little surge of excitement tickling my insides, “I’ll tell you honestly. I don’t know the first thing about ranching. But—I like the idea. I’ve always thought I would like it out here, from the way Mother talked about it; and from what I’ve seen so far, I do. I don’t have any real ties to break and I wouldn’t mind leaving my job. I’d like a change. I’ve been half certain this is what I wanted since before I left to come out here, and—well, it is. I want to stay here and give it a try.”

Robert Herrington had leaned back in his chair at the beginning of my speech, rubbing his hand slowly across his chin. Now he straightened up. “Lena,” he said, “it’s a very big undertaking, for a girl with no experience. I hope you don’t mind my speaking frankly—I wasn’t just your grandfather’s lawyer; he was also a friend. Of course the decision is yours, but I hope you’ll take my advice into account. I would hesitate to take this course if I were you.”

I sat back in my chair, feeling very put in my place. Did I really give such an impression of naïveté that he didn’t credit me with even the ability to give something new a good shot? Or was it really too big for me to handle?

Robert Herrington repeated, “As I said, the decision is yours to make. But I wish you’d at least take the time to consider it.”

I clasped my hands over my knee and tried obediently to consider. But my mind would offer me nothing but the conviction that had been beating at me ever since I entered the house: I wanted to stay.

On impulse I looked at Ray Harper. “What about you? Do you think I’m being foolish? Could I stay here if I wanted?”

Robert Herrington cleared his throat and shifted a little; I think he was a little put out at the bluntness of “foolish” being attributed to him. Ray was still leaning against the old desk, his elbow on the top and his knuckles against the side of his head. He looked at me for a second that felt longer, and then lifted his head away from his hand. “If you mean, could you live here and like it, that’s for you to find out. As for the ranch, you can have someone manage it for you just the same staying here as if you went back east. If you’re serious about learning the business yourself, you’ve got time to learn.”

I flashed a vindicated glance at Robert Herrington, who tapped his pen on the table and looked lawyerishly noncommittal. I looked at Ray again. “Would you stay as foreman, if I decide to?”

I felt the pause more than heard it, it was so small. “I’d stay. Yes.”

I turned back to my grandfather’s lawyer, arching my eyebrows as if to ask what more objections he could possibly make. Herrington only smiled rather dryly. “Is there anything I have to sign?” I said.

“Yes,” he said, “there’s the property deeds to transfer, and so forth—but I have one last request to make, Miss Campbell. As certain as you may feel right now, this is a big decision to make all in a moment. Why don’t you take a few days here in Severn Valley, look about you, see if you like the ranch and the country as much as you thought you would. If after a few days you’re still as enthusiastic as you are now, I won’t say another word about it. Whenever you’re ready, you can have Ray drive you into town and see me in my office at the courthouse—there’ll be some papers to sign whichever way you decide. What do you say?”

“Well, that sounds reasonable enough,” I admitted. “All right. I’ll take a couple of days and then let you know.”

Herrington gathered up the handful of papers and returned them to his briefcase, snapped it shut and rose. “Meanwhile, would you like to come back with me and have supper now? I expect you’re pretty tired from your trip, and the Up & Down Café serves a meal that isn’t bad at all.”

I let out a breath. “It’s nice of you, Mr. Herrington, but if you don’t mind I’d rather just stay here. I’d like to just…take my time and look around, you know. I can make my own supper. If—that’s not an inconvenience to anybody?” I looked at Ray.

Ray grinned openly for the first time. “No fear of that. Mrs. Crawley lugged in about a dozen covered dishes and baskets before she left. I think you’ll find enough in the kitchen to live on for a week.”

“She sounds like a nice kind of neighbor to have.”

“She’s that and more.”

“Well,” said Robert Herrington, “I’ll be on my way, then. You’re certain there’s nothing more I can do for you tonight?”

“No, I don’t think so. Thank you for being so”—I kept back the impulse to laugh from some irresistible little bubbling-up of my spirits—”understanding, Mr. Herrington.”

Herrington, his briefcase under his arm, looked me over with that wry expression that made it hard for me to tell if he was pleased or displeased. “I remember your mother,” he said unexpectedly. “She must have been around your age the last time I saw her. You take after her quite a lot. She was just as fair as you.”

His eyes went past me and he nodded. “Ray. I’ll be seeing you around.”

“Be seeing you.”

Herrington went out, and I walked after him to the front door and stood looking through the screen, watching him get into his car. When he had backed around and driven off down the lane I stood there a moment longer, watching the sun twinkling through the leaves of the big cottonwoods out front. Then I put up a hand and pulled off my hat, and combed my fingers through my short unruly fair hair to tidy it a little. I gave a little sigh and turned around. Ray Harper was standing in the office doorway, his hands resting on his hips. When my eyes met his he smiled a little—he had a nice smile, I thought.

“Do you want me to introduce you to the other boys?” he said.

“Later, I think,” I said. A little shiver ran over me, not of apprehension, but because there were suddenly so many things to happen in that time called “later.” “I’m sure I should have a million questions to ask you, but I can’t think of any of them now either. I guess I’d just like to look around the house, and…well…you know.”

Somehow I thought he did know. Robert Herrington had been everything that was polite and considerate, but he did not.

Ray nodded. “Sure. I put your bag in the room to the left upstairs, if you want it. That’s the room Mrs. Crawley fixed for you.”

“Thank you. I wish I could thank Mrs. Crawley too.”

“Oh, you’ll be able to. No later than the day after tomorrow, is my guess.”

I laughed—it was the first time I had let myself laugh all day, in spite of so many suppressed feelings of excitement and pleasure, and I felt it must sound rather giddy for such a simple moment. I ran my fingers through my hair again to hide my embarrassment. I was grateful to Ray for putting me at ease, for being so unhurrying, uncritical; but I also found myself looking forward to the moment when he would be gone, so I could be alone with myself and try to realize that this house, today’s trip, today’s sights, were not something I had imagined, but—if I had my way about it—my new reality.

Ray was already on his way out. He paused with his hand on the handle of the screen door to say, “If there’s anything you need, there should be somebody around the barn or bunkhouse. Don’t hesitate to ask.”

“I will. Thanks.”

The screen door creaked closed, and I heard his footsteps crossing the porch and fading down the steps, and I was alone in my grandfather’s house.


Chapter III

…Not a whit

More tame for his gray hairs…

Keats: The Eve of St. Agnes

It was the light that woke me, filtering through the thin curtains on the windows. I lay still for a moment looking up at the slanted ceiling that sloped down to the head of the bed. I had a feeling it was very early, as the light looked different from what I was accustomed to seeing every morning.

I pushed back the quilt, slid out of bed and went to the window, and drew the curtains back to look down on the yard. The sky was bright and pale; under the trees was dim; the rising sun struck a faint gleam from the barn roof. I pushed the faded cotton curtains as far apart as they would go, and opened the window with a little difficulty; it stuck and some flakes of white paint from the sash came off on my hands. I knelt down by the window in my nightgown—the air that came in was cool, and I folded my arms on the sill and rubbed them a little, then rested my chin on my wrist, the ends of my sleep-tousled hair tickling my arm. It was so quiet—the whole morning seemed to be holding its breath. I realized it was the absence of the street noises I was used to hearing outside the Drapers’ house every morning that made the difference.

I twisted on my knees and put my chin over my shoulder to look at the room. The walls were papered in a faded blue-and-white striped pattern, the bedstead was chipped white-painted iron. The floor was bare except for a braided rag rug next to the bed. There was a white-painted bureau with a mirror opposite the bed, a narrow, scratched oak wardrobe in the corner, and a clothes rack on the back of the door on which hung my dress and hat from yesterday, the only familiar objects except for my suitcase at the foot of the bed.

I wondered if this could have been the room my mother had slept in as a girl. It had been only Marjory McKay and her father in the house those last few years before she left to marry my father, Olsen Campbell. In my mind’s eye I could see a fair-haired girl not unlike myself brushing her hair in front of the mirror, and going downstairs to join her father for breakfast in one of those rooms which, thanks to a neighbor’s industry, looked as if they had been lived in only yesterday.

I had the strangest feeling that if I went downstairs now, I might meet my grandfather coming in from outdoors as big as life, as if he had never been away…

I scrambled up from the window and opened my suitcase, eager to get downstairs and see it all again as it really was. Yesterday was already a little filmy in my memory. And I still had a decision to make, though in my heart I knew I had made it already.

Ten minutes later I was down in the kitchen with a small fire started in the cookstove, breaking eggs into a skillet. Ray’s prediction about the kitchen cupboards had been accurate, and I could only wonder what the Crawley family was living on this week. I had my breakfast at one end of the long bare table and washed my dishes afterward, and then set out to explore. I opened the back door, pushed through the screen door beyond it and went down the steps to the yard. The grass was wet with dew, the gaps in the trees streaming with sunshine, and smoke was rising from the stovepipe of the bunkhouse. I chose the path toward the barn and headed that way. I glanced back at the house as I walked, noting new details—there was a clothesline on poles near the back door, and sloping doors to a cellar beside the steps.

As I neared the barn the door creaked open and a man came out carrying two milk pails. He was short, with bowed legs and sloping shoulders and a battered hat pushed down on his head. He saw me before he had taken more than a few steps, and nodded to me. “Morning. Miss Campbell, ain’t it?”

“Yes—good morning.” I couldn’t think of anything else to say.

“Looking for anything?” 

“No, just—looking. You work here, don’t you?”

“Sure.” He grinned, his sunburned and rather aggressively lined face turning pleasant with a smile that disclosed crooked front teeth. “I’m Tim McGreevy. I been here around four years.”

I glanced down at the milk pails. “I don’t want to keep you from your work…There’s milk cows too? I didn’t know that.”

“Just a couple. It ain’t to sell; just milk and butter for the ranch. The cream separator’s in the shed yonder. The old man”—he tried not to make the check in his sentence too obvious and got over it pretty well—“he didn’t have much patience with machinery, but he preferred it to churning.”

I pulled my sweater closer against the morning chill and smiled at the recollection of something said yesterday. “He must not have taken very kindly to the new telephone.”

Tim’s attention seemed to be on something else. “No.”

The bunkhouse door slammed, and I looked that way to see Ray Harper coming down the path toward us.

“Morning,” he said. “I was just coming down to the house to see if you needed anything done. Get along all right in the kitchen? That stove can be tricky to light.”

“Beginner’s luck, I guess. I haven’t had to start a fire in a few years.”

“I see you’ve met Tim—you want to come along and meet the others while they’re around? There’s just four of us all told.”

I went with him to the tack room at the back of the barn, where the others were getting out their saddles. Ray made the introductions. “Lane Whitaker, and Tony Gleason. This is McKay’s granddaughter, Lena Campbell.”

I shook hands with each of them, feeling out of my depth again, but by no means unwelcome. Both were tall and lean—Lane was a red-headed boy of about nineteen with a winningly shy smile, and Tony, several years older, had brown hair and what appeared to be a constitutionally skeptical expression. “I’m glad to meet you,” I said. “I’ve pretty much decided to stay here, so—Mr. Harper has agreed to stay on as foreman, and I don’t see any reason to change anything else, if you’d all like to go on working here.”

Tony Gleason gave a short laugh. “Like?” he said. “Catch me leaving on my own power. Jobs aren’t so easy to come by these days.”

I was still tingling all over from what I felt was an awfully naïve and pretentious little speech, which I didn’t know what had possessed me to make, when they had gone to saddle their horses and Ray and I had walked out of the barn. I said hesitantly to him, “Was it all right, my saying that?”

I thought he looked amused. “You’re going to be my boss too, you know, if you stay on.”

“I know, but—I don’t want to start overruling you while I’m still too ignorant to know I’m doing it.”

“If it makes you feel any better, I promise I’ll let you know if you do. Deal?”

“Deal,” I laughed.

We walked past the barn, alongside the corral, and stopped. I scanned the pastures, the dirt road running past, the rolling hills beyond, turning slowly to wind up with the house and barn again. I drew a deep breath. “Well, I want to see it all, but I don’t know where to start.”

“If you want to ride along with me this morning, I’ll show you some of the ranch. Do you ride, by the way?”

“I have been on a horse, though only a couple of times. It was on a Western saddle, though.”

“Well, that’s one point in your favor,” said Ray, that pleasant warm smile of his showing suddenly again. “Anytime you’re ready. I’ll go saddle a horse for you.”

“You’re sure it’s not a bother? I mean, I don’t want to take you away from anything more important…”

Ray shook his head. “Checking fences is routine work that needs doing anyway. You can call it your first lesson.”

“All right. I’ll go change and be back in five minutes!”

I flew up to the house, and rattled up the stairs to my bedroom, and turned my suitcase inside out. I had one pair of slacks with me, and a pair of lace-up boots which I’d once worn for some hiking and had packed for this trip with the idea that they might be useful. I put on these and a blouse, and having no hat, tied a blue scarf around my head like a headband to keep my hair back from my face. I was waiting on the front porch when Ray Harper rode down to the house, mounted on a big handsome bay gelding and leading another saddled horse, a dark-chestnut mare with a slim tapered head and delicate-looking feet.

“Ready?” he said, dismounting so easily that I envied him on the spot.

“Guess so,” I said with a cheerful shrug. My heart was beating a little bit quickly again, but I still felt awfully happy.

Like I said, I’d been on a horse a few times, the last time about a year ago when the Drapers were at a weekend party in the country and I’d been invited to go along with some of the young people who were going riding. But those had been placid trail-riding hacks and I hadn’t had much to do. Still this came easier than I’d expected. Ray didn’t over-teach—he gave me a boost with his hand under my elbow as I mounted, showed me the right way to hold the reins and gave me a few pointers, and left the rest to come by experience as we went along. I was to find that to be his method of teaching me many things in the months to come.

Trix, my mount, stood perfectly still while Ray mounted Sarge, her daintily shaped ears alert and poised to catch sounds, the left one swiveled backward so I could see the furred inside. Sunlight caught the surprisingly long lashes fringing a large, soft dark eye. I gazed in fascination until Ray swung his horse alongside mine, then roused quickly and moved the reins as he had shown me to follow him.

We rode up the gentle slope behind the bunkhouse, through a gap between pine trees with the horses’ feet thudding on a carpet of dry russet needles and crackling over the occasional twig. On the far side a longer slope of green pasture ran down, swelling up again perhaps half a mile away—or it might be twenty miles for all I knew—like a grassy sea. Beyond that steeper hills rose like ramparts against the sky, crowned with rock and seamed in places with the richer green of woods. Here and there across the landscape I could trace the lines of barbed-wire fences dividing the land into large pastures, and clusters of red-brown cattle dotted some of the lower fields. Over everything hung the vivid, shimmering light of morning.

I simply gazed, my eyes open as wide as they would go, too full of admiration and gladness to try and say anything. If I had it probably would have been inarticulate, fulsome exclamations over the beauty of the country, but I was riding with my ranch foreman and didn’t want to make myself look even more of a neophyte than I already did by nature.

We rode for an hour or two, exploring the pastures, sometimes following a track marked out by truck tires and sometimes riding across open country or through sun-dappled woods that Ray of course knew well; and he gave me an idea how the land lay, where the pastures were, and showed me some livestock I had previously met on paper. We also met Tim, who fell in and joined us, and proved an entertaining companion, making me laugh with a droll story of hunting a wily saddle horse that had once gotten loose up in the hills. By then I’d long since forgotten to be nervous about my riding, and could even spare an occasional thought to be proud of myself.

We were riding along a north-facing slope of hill, with a line of fence along the foot of the draw on our left, when I spotted a couple of other riders on the other side of the fence about fifty yards ahead. They must have seen us at about the same time, for they changed direction slightly and swung in closer to their side of the fence, coming toward us at a loose trot.

“Sutherland,” said Tim. Something in his voice made me look at him, and I saw that his previously good-natured face had settled into a hard, almost ugly expression. “Figures.”

Ray said, “Nobody said you had to talk to him.”

“Thanks,” said Tim, “I’ll pass.”

He wheeled his horse around and headed back in the direction we had come, angling up the slope. I stared after him for a second, then turned to face forward again. I had no idea what that had meant, and it probably hadn’t been intended for me anyway, so I tried to look as if I hadn’t noticed anything. I did steal a glance toward Ray to see if I could pick up some clue to how I ought to look or act, but his eyes were fastened on the approaching riders as we turned downhill on a course to meet them. The ground dropped off a bit steeply there and I caught at my saddle horn to steady myself with my right hand surreptitiously, as I remembered reading somewhere that “pulling leather” was considered a disgrace among Western riders.

There were two men—one of them must have been a ranch hand, but I never really noticed him because the one closer to the fence had grasped all my attention. He might have been seventy by his shock of white hair and seamed red face, but looked hale enough for an active man of fifty. His chin and brows both jutted a little so he seemed to be peering out from between them, and his small, rather unpleasantly alive eyes were fixed on me from the moment we drew rein on opposite sides of the barbed wire. “Hello, Ray,” he said, but with only a brief glance at him; he was more interested in—and, I thought rather uncomfortably, amused by me.

“Miss Campbell, this is one of your neighbors. Bill Sutherland,” said Ray.

The flatness of his voice surprised me. It gave me the impression he was introducing someone he didn’t care for, but still in a way that nobody could find fault with.

“So you’re Garth’s granddaughter,” said Sutherland in a harsh, creaking voice which, together with the heavy brow, reminded me of some aged bird of prey. He smiled, and the deep lines ran back from the corners of his mouth into his face. “Heard about you. Well, you’re not much more than a kid. How old are you?”

“Twenty-one,” I said, smiling half-heartedly and feeling younger.

“Just old enough, then.” His eyes had a disconcerting gleam, like a burnished quartz rock I’d seen once. He looked like someone who had belonged to this country in an earlier time, before the trucks and the wire fences. “New to all this, aren’t you? How do you like being in the cattle business?”

I might as well make the best of it. I smiled cheerfully and said, “I’ve only been here since yesterday, but I haven’t met anything I dislike yet. Who knows, I might even get used to the cattle after a while.”

Sutherland grinned again, sitting with one big fist resting on his hip, and I thought the gleam in his eye was almost like approval, though I didn’t know why. “You might at that,” he said. “At least you can be glad you’ve got a good man running the place for you. That goes for a lot.”

I looked involuntarily at Ray, even more surprised. Evidently the dislike didn’t run both ways. His tanned face was noncommittal, but there was something in his eyes that confirmed my first impression of his attitude toward the old man. Sutherland, though, was smiling. “Do you know, Miss Campbell, I tried to hire your foreman away from the Circle M once—and he turned me down flat? Offered him good money too. But he had his own ideas.”

“I liked it where I was,” said Ray.

One of Sutherland’s white eyebrows twitched upward, thoughtfully. “Better than the chance of managing a ranch twice the size…and more money than McKay could afford to pay you. Well…your affair. But I gave you your chance.”

“I’ll take my own chances.”

“You always will,” said Sutherland, the creases in his face deepening again with his smile. I couldn’t tell if it was scorn in his voice, or something like…admiration? I didn’t know. I was tight as a fence wire with the confusion of trying to figure out things that were unsaid and maybe weren’t there at all.

Bill Sutherland shifted in his saddle and the leather creaked, and all his attention was on me again. “Well,” he said, “I hope you go on enjoying yourself. What’s your first name?”

“Lena.”

“Lena. Sounds kind of Swede. Pretty names they give girls nowadays, though. Time was, every girl I knew was called Martha, or Nell…Well…afternoon.”

“He’s…interesting,” I ventured to Ray as we rode on along the fence line, with the two other horsemen disappearing round a curve of the draw behind us. “He seems like a real old-timer. I guess he was probably out here a long time before anybody else?”

“He’s one of the last few,” said Ray. “His spread is twice the size of most in Severn County, as he pointed out.” He glanced at me, and added, unexpectedly, “You did fine.”

“Me? I hardly said a word!”

“That’s all right. At least you answered him back—you didn’t let on you were afraid of him. Probably the best thing you could have done to get in his good graces.”

Was I afraid of Bill Sutherland? Of course: no wonder I felt as wobbly now as you do after somebody has jumped at you from behind a door. I was more impressed with the fact that Ray had known it before I did. And if he had, hadn’t Bill Sutherland…? I remembered the gleam of amusement in the old ranchman’s eye and suddenly it all made sense. “But I didn’t—when I said that about the cattle I wasn’t trying to be smart! I just said the first thing that came into my head—”

Ray was grinning, though I was sure I couldn’t see what he found so funny either. “It doesn’t matter whether he thought you were or not. He didn’t get to bluff you. It’s kind of like with horses.” He gestured toward the head of Trix, pacing smoothly along with one foot in front of the other, the sun gleaming off the chestnut curve of her neck in front of me. “A horse can sense fear, or nervousness, and they’ll act just the way they know you expect them to. And men can be the same way. If you can’t trust a man, don’t let him see you’re afraid of him.”

We were coming over the shoulder of a low hill, the green grass rippling to our horses’ knees; the breeze stirred in my hair and flicked the end of my scarf against my cheek. Ray said, “I’ll show you something better now. This way.”

We turned into a stretch of woods, on ground rising to the north—first a fairylike grove of wind-rustled young aspens, and then higher up as the rocks broke more and more from the moss-carpeted soil, dark, close-ranked, rich-scented pines, their gnarled roots crawling over and winding between the blocks of granite. I held unashamedly to the saddle horn as our horses climbed, and ducked the prickly evergreen branches that swept across the narrow trail we followed. And I wondered if Ray Harper had just told me not to trust Bill Sutherland.


Chapter IV

Prairie goes to the mountain,

Mountain goes to the sky.

The sky sweeps across to the distant hills

And here, in the middle,

Am I.
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We broke from the woods onto a long, high, grassy ridge of land, running ahead against the sky as far as I could see. I followed Ray around outcroppings of rock in the tall grass, the ground still climbing all the time, until he drew rein and dismounted beside a big, roughly rectangular slab of granite, tilted so that it was perhaps four feet high at its higher end. I slid down into the knee-high grass, the ground feeling strange beneath my feet after a morning in the saddle. The fringe of grass and wildflowers along the crest of the hill was tall enough that from the little hollow behind the rock I could only see blue sky beyond it. Ray climbed up on the lower end of the granite slab, turned around and reached his hand down for me. I found a foothold on the rock and took hold of his hand, and with one strong swift pull he had me up beside him. I caught my breath as I saw what lay on the other side.

On the far side of the rock the ground fell steeply, not in a cliff but a steep rocky slope clothed with scattered brush and lower down with tall pines; a hill that seemed to go down for miles. The view was like the one from the rise behind the Circle M ranch house, but ten times vaster in sweep and scope. Where before I had seen individual pastures, here I saw one huge valley breaking and folding in dozens of hills and draws and woods; rising on the right hand to rugged cliffs of gray rock, and fading gently away on the left into acres of rolling grassland, with the far sides of the valley like blue watercolors of hills in the distance. Beyond it all ran a garland of mountain peaks shining against the sky like silver and white meringues—so clear they looked barely half an hour away, though I later learned it was really miles and miles.

I didn’t say anything. I just stood and looked and looked. I could have stayed on that rock and gazed for a lifetime.

It was minutes of silence before I even remembered that I wasn’t alone. I turned to look at Ray Harper, and some of the glory must still have been reflected in my dazed eyes, for he just smiled. “I thought you’d like it,” he said.

“If I hadn’t already decided to stay,” I said half to myself, gazing over the valley again, “this would’ve decided me. I don’t think I could go back now even if I wanted to.”

A wondering thought struck me, and I pivoted slowly to look up at him again. “Is any of that—mine?”

“Just a little. The Circle M’s north boundary is about a hundred yards from the foot of this hill. Most of the eastern third of what you can see, and more of the upland above those cliffs, is Sutherland’s.” Ray put his hand on my shoulder and pointed off to the left, turning me a little to face that way. “Chambers’ ranch is right down here in front of us, and the Crawleys are west of him. On the other side of both of them, bordering Sutherland most of the way up the valley, is Warren’s. Over west and behind us a little is Severn Valley”—I looked over my shoulder, but could only see the long ridge running west and the indistinct green of woods beyond where it began to slope down—“and the highway is on the other side of that, then swings around to run east between here and the mountains—straight ahead, but you can’t see it.”

I drew a deep breath. The wind swayed the wildflowers below the rock, and whipped the loose sleeves of my blouse flat against my skin. “Someday,” I said, “I’m going to pack a lunch up here, and a book or two, and just sit up here on this rock from morning till night.” I glanced at Ray. “Have you ever seen the sun rise from up here?”

“A few times, yes. I’ll bring you up here to see it sometime if you want.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean…I can come up myself sometime; I don’t want to give you extra work chauffeuring me around.”

“Well, I wouldn’t let you come up here alone in the dark, Miss Campbell—boss or no boss” (this with a fleeting grin) “at least till you’ve learned how to shoot. There’s mountain lions up in these hills.”

“Oh, I see. Well, don’t worry—I won’t try to be stubbornly independent where mountain lions are involved. In fact I probably won’t be asserting my independence noticeably anywhere for a while.”

Ray said nothing, and I was assailed by a sudden qualm. I had a vision of all this vastness round me and all those acres and cattle without the anchor point of a reliable ranch foreman to make sense of it all for me; and I hoped I hadn’t exaggerated my own helplessness to the point where Ray Harper might change his mind about staying on.

I said, with an uncomfortable attempt at a laugh, “I won’t be such a millstone round your neck as all that. I’m a reasonably self-sufficient human, anyway, and—”

“Miss Campbell, I don’t know what you’re apologizing for. You’re paying me to manage a ranch for you; you’re not expected to have everything down pat in a week.”

“Well, maybe not, but I do feel like your having to explain everything to a novice is going above and beyond what you’re paid for.”

Again, as he had done once or twice yesterday, he gave me a measured, almost searching look before replying, and I saw an expression in his brown eyes that I didn’t quite understand. But he shook his head, and answered matter-of-factly. “I don’t see it that way.”

“Well,” I said frankly, “I’m glad of that!”
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Left alone at the ranch, later in the morning, I poked about and explored among the buildings at my leisure. I had a look at the chicken coop in its sagging wire-mesh enclosure, put my head in at the doors of the tool shed and the tack room, and wandered through the barn, with its box stalls and its high hayloft, mostly empty at this time of year. The doors at the far end stood open, framing a bright rectangle of sunlight and corral fences that was like an invitation, and I walked toward it. The doors led into one large empty corral, and there were a couple of smaller, interconnected ones beyond it, all adjoining the front pasture where the saddle horses grazed. Tony Gleason was in the next one, bent over cleaning a horse’s feet with a hoof pick. I went over and climbed the fence just enough to rest my folded arms on the top, and leaned there watching for a minute.

“Picked up a stone?” I said casually, inwardly pleased I had at last found a place where I could demonstrate that I wasn’t totally ignorant about horses. But Tony’s answer rather deflated it. “Nope, just giving him the once-over.”

He dropped one finished hoof, moved to another and hauled it up to brace it between his knees; and glanced at me with a look somewhere between friendly and sizing-up. “I heard Ray say you were coming from Chicago.”

“Yep. I’ve lived somewhere near there pretty much all my life.”

“First time outside the home corral, huh?”

I decide, first, that Tony might need some keeping in his place, and second, that he would be much easier to manage than Bill Sutherland. “Very first fore-hoof outside it. But it’s not nearly so wild and woolly as I expected.”

“Oh, yeah? How so?”

“Well, look at that train trip I took out here. Hundreds of miles across the prairie, and no hold-up men or Indian attacks at all—not even a little bit of dynamite on the tracks, can you believe it?”

Tony shook his head. “I’ve been telling people we’ve got to do something about that. Don’t know what Wyoming’s gonna come to if we keep on disappointing Easterners this way.”

“Shameful,” I agreed. “Seriously, though, going by most of the books I’ve read about the West, I think I know more about how to behave during a hold-up than I do about anything likely to serve me a practical turn nowadays. But I guess I’ll just have to resign myself to the lack of excitement.”

Tony nodded and shrugged. “Unless you count getting ten or a dozen of your cattle stolen every now and then as excitement. We’ve got that all right.”

“Don’t tell me! Real, live cattle rustlers? I thought Tom Mix had swept them all from the range in his last picture.”

“He must have missed a few corners in Severn County,” said Tony grimly, digging away with the hoof pick.

“You mean—there’s really been cattle stolen? From the Circle M too?”

“Sure has. Darn good at it, too, whoever’s been doing it—they’ve never left a trail that could be followed. They’ve been getting away with it for…gotta be six, seven years if I’m remembering right. It started before I was here.”

I checked my first reply on the tip of my tongue. Having read The Virginian once, I had a nebulous suspicion that maybe my Eastern credulousness was being tested. But Tony’s voice didn’t seem to have the over-nonchalance or the solemnity of the trickster at work—and anyway, I was too curious to really care whether I was setting myself up to be laughed at. I said, “When was the last time it happened?”

Tony paused and squinted an eye upward in thought. “Last fall, round September. Crawleys lost a few head and so did we, and a couple others. The old man was—” He stopped, a little more obviously than Tim had earlier, and glanced at me before bending over the horse’s hoof again and finishing, “—mad. It’s a nuisance kind of rustling, just a few head here and a few there; but with the Depression on it’s no joke to most people around here to lose the price of even two or three head of cattle that’re already mortgaged to the tail.”

The bitterness in his voice over the last words had nothing of joking about it. This was real, then. I wondered briefly why Robert Herrington hadn’t used this to try and scare me off. It seemed like something logical to bolster his arguments that I would find ranching too daunting or troublesome.

Or maybe, I thought with a wry smile, Grandfather’s lawyer really believed I was the kind of person who would be more delighted with the idea of a West that was wild.
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That night after I had changed into pajamas, I got a pen and pad of writing paper from my suitcase and got into bed, sitting up at the head with the pad of paper resting on my knees and the light from the little lamp fixture on the wall falling over my shoulder onto it. I had a letter to write. But before I began, I put my head back against the rails of the bed and gazed off into the shadows of the room, thinking back over everything I had seen that day. I remembered the heavy, square-bodied Hereford cattle browsing the grassland; the alert chestnut ears of my horse, and the creak of saddle leather; the wind hushing through the pines on the slope below the great rock. It was all so new and yet somehow exactly as I had imagined it.
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