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To my husband’s people,


whoever they are,


and wherever they may be












Preface


by Helen Dick Davis


I FIRST SAW Mary Hamilton on a raw November day. The wheels of our Ford had mired down to the running board in the black gumbo mud of the Mississippi Delta and had been dug out twice in the course of the four miles that lay between our house and that of my friend Edris. The third time it stuck we abandoned the car, my husband and I, and walked the remaining half-mile. Clumping across the wide open hall that extended the full length of the house, our feet still heavy with gumbo although we had scraped pounds of it off outside, we opened the door upon a tiny, hunchbacked, white-haired old lady sitting by the fire. She was patching some hunting pants and at the sight of us gathered them hastily into her arms, as if to protect them, since she could not protect herself from our gaze, which clearly embarrassed her. She spoke a little breathlessly, getting quickly to her feet.


“You must be Helen. Edie never dreamed you’d get here—it’s such a bad day. I’ll go tell her.”


And with a step surprisingly strong for one who looked so desperately frail, she swung down the hall towards the kitchen. I knew it was Edris’s mother, but I didn’t see her again that day. When I knew her better and saw her run always at the sight of strangers, I knew she did it because she is as vain as a girl and is embarrassed by the hump on her back, caused by a bad fall about fifteen years ago. She is afraid she doesn’t look just right, with the hump and with her soft white hair that will hang in a fringe around her forehead no matter how many times a day she combs it. I came to know this about her, because when spring came and the four miles of gumbo between our house and Edris’s dried out from a bottomless loblolly to a surface so hard you couldn’t drive an axe into it, I saw Mary Hamilton often. She began to talk to me of her life nearly half a century ago in this same Mississippi Delta where we live now, and which then was a wilderness of untouched timber and canebrakes, a jungle of briars and vines and undergrowth.


At first she talked to me only in snatches, half apologetically, as if expecting to be interrupted any minute. I realized she had never before talked of those old days to anyone but her children, to whom the events she described must have been harrowing enough at the time. Hearing the stories retold must be difficult, because her children are all still young enough to dream of a future easier than the past. But to me those memories were more fascinating than any tales I had ever heard, and hearing them firsthand added to the enchantment. I would listen to her, spellbound, for hours.


From the beginning, her life has been one of tragedy, violence, and incredible adventure, although it would be hard to imagine anyone seemingly less fitted for that kind of life than Mary Hamilton. But if Henry James is right, and I am inclined to agree with him, that we carry in our own souls or egos or cores of our beings the germs of every event that happens to us, then Mary Hamilton’s essence must be tragedy and courage. For as Stephen Crane once wrote of a Canadian gentleman, “Destiny sets an alarm clock so as to be up early and strew banana peels in front of him. If he trusts a friend, he is betrayed; if he starts a journey, he breaks an ankle. If he loves, death comes to her without a smile.”


Nevertheless, this is not a book of repining; it is a tale simply told of what one woman has lived through in the Mississippi Delta. I say “lived through” because at times this history reads like a record of the extreme limits of human endurance. One of its most amazing qualities is the writer’s own unawareness of this fact. At the very end of the book, when she speaks of dying, she is still able to say, innocently and with no thought of irony, that she will soon be going to a better world if such can be. The italics are mine. In spite of everything, Mrs. Hamilton has found this world good, and so this is a book of much laughter as well as tragedy. For a picture of courage and a spirit that can know no defeat, I do not know its equal. It was always the dream of a home that carried her through the hardships of pioneering, seemingly unbearable tragedies with her children, and a relationship with her husband that was, to the end, filled with mystery. Yet she remains today, as she has been all her life, homeless. In that sense it is a record of defeat, but only in that sense.


When I began to beg her to write down the account of her life, if only as a record for her children and grandchildren, she did it just to please me. She wrote it piecemeal at first, just scattered experiences, ten or fifteen pages at a time written with pencil on cheap tablet paper: stories of terrible floodwaters, cyclones, feuds to the death, escaped Negro convicts. I became zealous about letting a larger audience have a chance to read so unique and interesting a record. When I first made the suggestion, Mrs. Hamilton hesitated. It looked like too big an undertaking. She write a book? Why, she’d never written more than a few letters in her life until she began writing those little sketches for me.


But the following fall she had a severe hemorrhage while visiting at her son’s home, and on the first day that she was able to write, I got this letter from her:





Dearest Helen,





This is the first day I have sat up and I am going to write you the very first one, my best friend. I am convinced I am a selfish old lady, and it was a dream I had yesterday morning convinced me.


I dreamed I was in a swamp. The ground was covered with black water and black moss, but no mud. On all sides of me rose lilies, white as snow. They grew on large jet black stems. It was a pretty sight, those big white lilies in such clusters and so close to the path they hung over it till I could see nothing but flowers and the rank black bushes, with just a glimpse of the sky above, bright and full of stars. The path was so narrow I couldn’t turn around.


There were two children, yours, Helen, laughing and crowding so close behind me. I began breaking off the flowers—the stems were hollow—and handing them back to the children. I had them loaded down with those great white blossoms. I was tired and wanted to rest, but they kept crowding so close and saying, “More, please, more.” At last I came to where the path was closed with a tangle of the same lilies only larger, finer. I spoke for the first time. “You get no more, children. This last is mine.” As I spoke I reached for the very finest one for myself. But when I broke it off the ugliest black snake head popped out from the hollow stem, bit at my finger, but just grazed it. I screamed and fell back against little Nick, still holding my own broken lily. He looked at me with a sweet smile on his face, his arms loaded with those beautiful flowers, and said, “It’s all right, Hampleton. You all right.” Louvica’s arms too were filled with flowers, but she only smiled.


I woke with a start. Was I going to die? Was that snake head that just grazed my finger, Death? I woke Edie, sleeping on the side of my bed to take care of me, and told her I was afraid I was fixing to have a hemorrhage, for you know since the fall that crippled me I have so many of them. She jumped up, lit the lamp and said, “Mamma dear, you had that several days ago. You are better now.” She bathed my head with cold water, and told me to go back to sleep. Said it was just five o’clock. But I lay awake thinking about my dream, and when the late mail that day brought your letter to Edris I felt sure that my dream meant something and I had been spared for some purpose. Do you remember in your letter you said that Nick woke you at five o’clock calling my name and reaching up his hand to greet me as he always does? I can’t help believing that my little friend Nick, himself so lately from the Beyond, by coming to me in my dream and laughing at my selfishness, has given me courage to work on to the end of the trail. I believe that I have been spared to gather for myself that last and largest white lily, the writing down in a book the memories of a lifetime.


So I will write down for you the true happenings of my life, and if I succeed all honor goes to Nick. I can hardly wait till I get home to start work and to see you. I love you.




Your friend


Mary Hamilton








This letter was written in September of 1932. By spring of 1933 Mary Hamilton had given me 150,000 words on this book. I have edited it, worked over it with her, and guided her in her choice of material, but I have in no case added to nor changed what she wrote. My whole work has been to cut down, for once she started remembering there was nowhere to stop. The memories of the busy difficult days of her wifehood and motherhood have been minutely stored in her brain, as bees store honey, so that every smallest event of every day of her life is there: what they had to eat at each Thanksgiving dinner, what became of every neighbor they had in the wilderness of the woods. It has been my task to strain the comb from the honey, removing the less interesting material and leaving in the dramatic and moving events that happened to Mary Hamilton herself, her husband, and her children.


I want to reassure the reader that my presence does not enter the book. I have not touched her style, nor embellished her material. It is a direct and simple autobiography. Deep in her heart I think there remains a wistful, unadmitted hope that the book if published may fall into the hands of someone who will be able to tell her children the full identity of the man who was their father. For that mystery has remained the abiding tragedy of her life and theirs.


Philipp, Mississippi


1933












Part One


The Wild Country of Arkansas












The Binding


IN THE EARLY 1880s my father brought his family from Missouri down into the wild country of Arkansas that was just beginning to settle up. The Kansas City and Memphis [Railway] was just being graded through, and trains were running only as far as the little sawmill town of Sedgwick, so there we stopped to wait until the road was completed into the prairie country near Jonesboro, where my father expected to buy a home. Within a week he took pneumonia and three days later died, leaving my mother and six children stranded and helpless in a strange country.


Sam and Billie, my older brothers, went to work at the sawmill, and as we had the only livable house in town, we took a few boarders. I was seventeen, and with the help of my sister Lucy, thirteen, and a Negro woman, I did all the cooking. Jane, the sister between Lucy and me, had been a cripple for five years, and had never walked a step without the aid of a crutch. At the age of nine she had been thrown against an elm tree that had been twisted off in a storm, and a sliver ran almost through her ankle and broke off. The bone was affected and the leaders* drawn, and we thought her a cripple for life. But she was lots of help and comfort to us all.


I was timid and bashful, getting just the right age to be thinking about boys, or rather to be teased about them, and my brothers and younger sisters never missed a chance. One day just a few weeks after Father died, Jane opened the living room door and called me from the kitchen. I thought something was wrong and so never stopped to take off my apron. My sleeves were rolled up and flour was on my hands. I went rushing like a whirlwind into the front room, where I almost ran over a man standing in the middle of the room, his hat in his hand. He bowed, amused at my embarrassment. Jane said, “Mary, this gentleman wants to board with us two or three weeks, and as you are the cook, can we keep him?”


The man laughed, introduced himself as Frank Hamilton, and said, “You seem to be the boss as well as the cook. I have three men with me. We only want meals, for two weeks. We have our own camping outfit.”


Just then my mother came in and I turned to her and said, “Yes, we can manage their meals,” and with my face burning with embarrassment, I flew back to the kitchen. I knew I looked a sight on earth, and to make it worse I could hear him and Jane laughing and talking, for they were good friends from the start.


I didn’t think I could ever face him again, but as I had to wait on table I couldn’t help it. He was about thirty years old, of medium height and build, with a light complexion, brown hair, and piercing steel-gray eyes. He carried himself as straight as a soldier or athlete. We knew from the way he talked he was an Englishman.


The more I saw of him the more I disliked him, but I don’t know why and didn’t know then, for, although he held himself aloof, he was friendly enough with all of us and took the greatest interest in little Jane. He gave her books to read, helped her with her lessons, and was always doing kind things for her.


Before his two weeks were up he took down with rheumatism, and the superintendent of the mill, Mr. Gray, persuaded him to throw up timberwork for the railroad and go to bookkeeping for the mill company. Frank told me years afterwards his object in staying was me. Yet up to that time I had never spoken to him except when I had to, although he had won my respect and gratitude and all the family’s for what he did for Jane. He persuaded my mother and brothers to get a doctor of his choice to come and operate on her at home. Hospitals weren’t so plentiful in those days. He said the doctor would operate for twenty-five dollars and if he didn’t cure her, he wouldn’t charge anything. Jane begged so hard Mother gave her consent.


The day the plaster cast was taken off, she took her first step in five years and walked straight to Frank, her eyes full of tears. “I will always think of you as the best man on earth. I have you to thank for my life.”


Frank said, “No, it is the doctor you have to thank, not me.”


All the family but me crowded around Frank and the doctor. I slipped out to keep from thanking him, for something about him made me know he held himself above us, didn’t want or need our thanks, for all his kindness. I respected him more than ever but disliked him more, for now we were all under obligation to him, as I knew that operation had cost more than any twenty-five dollars. When I saw him slipping out a few minutes later—he was sick and looked so pale and lonely, but self-sufficient—was the feeling that stirred in me for him hate, or was it love? Oh no, not love; I was sure I didn’t love him, yet something seemed to say, “It is fate, and it will bind your life to his to the end of the trail.” I wonder if that was love and have wondered hundreds of times since.


About that time the mill was being enlarged, work was pushing farther out into the woods, and Frank was taken on as assistant superintendent, in addition to his other work as bookkeeper. He was never very popular with the men. They thought him a bigheaded dude, a man of mystery, for the simple reason that he stood for no interference and tended to his own business. He was polite to everyone but claimed no friends.


My oldest brother, Billie, held a good job and made good money; Sam, my next brother, had a better job than Billie’s and made more money but wasn’t steady, didn’t work regular. He had a small crop of wild oats to sow and never let his work interfere with his oat sowing, so we couldn’t depend on him for much. But we were able to live now without keeping boarders, and as that left me very little to do, Mother sent me back to her old home in Illinois to go to school. When I got there and saw how far behind others my age I was, I wouldn’t go to school but went to work instead for a cousin of mine in her dressmaking and tailoring shop to learn the trade.


Up to the time I left, Frank and I had been cool and polite to each other, but we were not friends. So I was surprised when I got a letter from him soon after I got to Illinois. Just a nice friendly letter telling me all the news about his work and how they all missed me, especially my baby brother, Johnny, who was just six. In it, Frank said how sorry he was that I wasn’t going to school. Important as it made me feel to think that proud Frank Hamilton would write to me, that part about my not going to school made me mad. He was no friend of mine and it was none of his business. When I answered his letter I didn’t mention school. As the months went by, I got a letter from him every week. I never wanted to see or talk to him again, but I was glad to get his letters.


Three months from the time I left Arkansas, I got a telegram saying my mother and Billie were dying of pneumonia and to come home at once. My brother died two days after I got there, and my mother followed him in just one week. But before they died, they each begged a promise from me. When I first went in the room to see Billie, dying quietly so Mother in the next room wouldn’t know it, he sent the others out and said to me straight out, “Mary, I am dying and my death will kill our mother. If Sam was a steady boy you could keep the family together, but he isn’t. Mary, do you like Hamilton enough to marry him? If you do he will give the children a home until they get homes of their own.”


It was a terrible shock to me. I told Billie that Hamilton couldn’t care for me, and if he did it was asking too much of him. But Billie said, “Frank does care for you. We talked this over yesterday and he himself proposed doing this for the children. He asked Mother and me for you long ago. He is a man of too much honor to speak to you without having got our consent first.”


I had the strangest feeling that I had known all along, since the first day I saw him, that something like this would happen, but that didn’t keep me from resenting it. Why was Frank Hamilton always trying to put us under obligation to him? How could I promise to marry him, disliking him as I did? But Billie was dying, and I promised. That evening my mother begged me for the same promise. Twice in one day I promised to marry Frank Hamilton, and he had never asked me.


A week later we sold all our worldly goods to pay the funeral expenses and doctor bills. We children were heartbroken and alone, not knowing which way to turn. Sam was nineteen years old, but he wasn’t steady. Neighbors came and gave their advice and sympathy, but that didn’t solve our problem.


Frank said nothing to me about marriage, and I hoped and prayed he wouldn’t. I wanted to forget the promise I had made my mother and brother. If Frank had asked them for me I felt it was because I was healthy and strong, a good cook and nurse, and yes, I was not bad-looking. He had as much as told me I was good-looking in a letter he wrote me urging me to go to school. “You will marry someday,” he wrote, “and all men want an educated wife, not a tailor.”


Two weeks after Mother died, he came to me and asked me to marry him. I told him, “No, you want an educated wife, not a tailor.”


He said, “I would prefer your having more schooling, but I can teach you, and very few girls in this country have the common sense you have. You must use it now for the good of both of us, Mary. I talked to your mother, told her how tired I was of boarding around from pillar to post, with nowhere I could call home. You can make a home for me and for your sisters and brothers.”


I tried to understand my feelings for him. To be honest, I admired him more than any man I had ever seen, but I did not love him, and I couldn’t believe he loved me. Lucy said I did love him but just didn’t have sense enough to know it.


I said, “But he thinks he is so far above us.”


Jane said, “He is above us. He can’t help knowing it, but he has never mentioned it or acted like it. He knows we are honest and straight. You had better marry and settle down, take Johnny and Lucy. Sam has promised to work and send me to school in Kansas.”


Everything and everybody was trying to crowd me into a marriage I didn’t want. As I look back, I believe I loved him even then; but I was young and had a will and dreams of my own. I was eighteen that May, and one afternoon in July Frank came to me with a marriage license. Said we would wait no longer. There was no word of love on either side. I remembered my promise to my mother and determined to do my best to make the home Frank had talked to my mother about wanting as near perfect as I could. We were married that day.


He had built rooms onto his office, and we were to live there. Lucy and Johnny were to live with us. Sam was working steady and had sent Jane to school in Kansas. The rooms were nicely furnished, and the kitchen and pantry were stocked with everything to eat. I was glad. I was a good cook and never happier than when cooking. After the first meal I cooked, Frank came into the kitchen and said, “Mary, I want you to cook my way for me, but don’t let that stop you cooking for yourself Yankee-style. I can’t stand anything fried in lard nor boiled with fat meat. I have had fat meat and bacon shoved at me so much the five years I’ve been in this country I can’t meet a hog in the road without shedding tears of grease. Use butter in my food instead of lard.”


I was glad to try and suit him. He liked a cup of coffee when he got up of a morning, then a breakfast of toast, coffee, and eggs at eight; dinner at twelve, of beef in some form, soup, and vegetables seasoned with butter. At four o’clock he wanted a bit of cheese, bread and butter, and a glass of beer; then supper. It took me a long time to get used to his way of cooking, but I tried hard to learn and he took great pains showing me. I knew I pleased him, but he never praised me in one thing, and he gave me to understand that he picked our friends. When a gossipy man or woman came to see us, he would be so cool they never came again. Then he would say to me, “It is better to treat them so. They are just trying to pry into my business and the company’s.”


He even chose the books I read, books I had never heard of before: Kipling, Charles Lamb, Dumas, Robert Burns. To me he seemed like a man that had taken a silly child to raise rather than a wife. I didn’t even know what salary he was getting for a year after we were married. As time went on I found there were plenty other things I didn’t know, too.


The first thing I found out was that he drank. It was funny the way I found it out. I had heard he drank but didn’t believe it, and as I had never seen a drunk man, I wasn’t hard to fool. Frank had one man he called his friend then, Jim Thompson from Michigan. Jim was a machinist working for the mill company. He took supper with us one night in September, and he and Frank went out together after supper. Frank told me they had some business to attend to and he would be late, so Lucy and I went on to bed. Business often kept him out late, but I had thought nothing of it.


About eleven o’clock someone knocked on the door, and I called, “Is that you, Frank?”


Jim Thompson answered, “Yes, Mrs. Hamilton, Frank is bad sick.”


I opened the door so quick. There was Frank leaning on Jim and groaning terribly. Jim said, “He has had a hard chill and must get to bed quick,” and he started to take him to his bedroom. But I happened to know something about chills so I took charge.


“You put him right down on that sofa, and you go for a doctor quick as you can.”


Jim helped him onto the sofa and rushed off, I thought for a doctor, but found out afterwards it was to keep from bursting out laughing, for he saw what Frank was in for. I covered Frank up good and warm, wheeled him up to the stove, threw in wood and kindling, poured coal oil over it, and set it afire. He stood it about fifteen minutes, then threw off the cover, jumped up, and started for the door, me right after him begging him to come back. I thought he was delirious and almost dead. Lucy was helping me try to get him back on the sofa, but he fought us off and got to the edge of the gallery. Then I saw why he’d been in such a hurry. Between spasms he yelled at us to let him alone, he wasn’t sick, but “drunk, just plain drunk,” and all he wanted was to be let strictly alone.


Well, he was let strictly alone. I shoved the sofa back from the fire, put the fire out, raised the windows, and went to bed. I thought the shock of seeing him like that would kill me.


Next morning I got up at five o’clock as usual to make him coffee and get our breakfast. I took him his coffee and asked him how he felt.


“All right,” he said. “Why shouldn’t I feel all right?”


“Don’t your conscience hurt you, deceiving me like you did?” I began.


But he waved me away, saying, “I know I acted dirty, damn dirty, but I must tell you right now preaching won’t do any good. I don’t believe in lady preachers. I came to America because it’s a free country, and because I couldn’t stand petticoat government any longer.”


I said, “Wait, I don’t believe in women preachers either, but I want to say one thing. I am not asking you to quit drinking if you can’t. But I do ask you to bring your liquor home. I won’t nag you, and when you get too helpless to get up and get it, I’ll bring it to you. Just don’t let anyone else see you as I saw you last night.”


He looked at me so hard and said, “That is a bargain. You live up to your part and I will do mine.”


From then on I began to see he needed me far more than I needed him. He had rheumatism and would take spells that would last for days. Sometimes it was in his limbs and again it would strike in his chest, or the blood would rush to his head. His suffering at those times was terrible, and I tried so hard to do all I could for him. The only relief he got was from drawing the blood from his head by what was called in those days “dry cupping.”


I will never forget the first time I used the dry cups on him. He showed me and told me how to do it, but it looked so cruel. I was nervous. The glasses used were made much like jelly glasses but were thin as watch crystal. I was to take a little soft brush, dip it in alcohol, wet the inside of the glass with it, and set the glass afire. When it got to burning good I was to press it down on the shoulder near the spine. It would draw the blood and flesh up into the glass till the glass was full; then I was to take a little ivory knife, slip it under one side of the glass to let air in, and the glass would come off easy. But that first time I lost my head, and when the cup filled with flesh, I threw the knife down, grabbed a cloth and wrapped it around that glass, and began to pull. I was strong, and fear lent me extra strength, so in spite of Frank’s groans and struggles I got the glass off but left a blister as big around as a saucer on Frank’s back. It made a scar he took to his grave. He didn’t scold, but a few days later when I told him I thought his head got better quicker that day than it had before and that was the way the glasses were meant to be used, he looked at me so straight and said, “You know jolly well no doctor expected me to have my back barbecued.”


That was the only time I had any trouble, and I soon got to be a good nurse. And I had lots of it to do for the next fourteen years.


Meantime Frank had charge of the boardinghouse and was having lots of trouble. He had to have men cooks and helpers, and they were always quarreling among themselves, or the boarders were raising a roughhouse with them. It would end in the cook or assistant cook quitting and no one to cook the next meal for eighty hungry men. It went on from bad to worse till Christmas. We had been married six months. Frank’s crew at the boardinghouse promised Frank they would stay sober until dinner was over, but he was a little uneasy, knowing all timber men celebrate Christmas by getting drunk. Sure enough we were just sitting down to our own Christmas dinner when the Negro helper from the boardinghouse came running by and hollered to Frank that men were fighting there. Frank tried to stop him as he hit the railroad track like he was running for his life, but he called back, “Don’t stop me, white folks. I’se on my way to Kansas City.” At the rate he was going he must have got there soon. We never saw him again.


Frank got Jim Thompson and went over to the boardinghouse, where the boarders—a French head cook, an Irish second cook, and a southern white boy helper—were having a free-for-all fight, with knives, clubs, anything they could lay their hands on. Frank and Jim got the room cleared and closed the boardinghouse for that day. Of course our dinner at home was spoiled, too.


Next morning Frank, Lucy, and I and three neighbor women went over and cleaned up and got breakfast. Frank met the men and told them there were ladies in the house and the first man that couldn’t behave could go to the office and get his time. They all looked so ashamed, and they all behaved themselves. It worked so well that I told Frank we had better try running it ourselves, and if he would get me a pastry cook I would do the general cooking with Lucy to help me. We had a boy and girl to wait on tables, but even with that help, the cooking for eighty men was hard and the hours long. After working all day I would go home at night to rest, and more often than not be up half the night with Frank. He had been in this country long enough to be full of malaria and that made his rheumatism worse; also, he was drinking more.


The latter part of January the pastry cook left suddenly, and that threw the whole job of cooking on me. There was a man boarding with us named Charlie Flynn, one of these “handy Andys” that could do anything. He offered to help out until we could get a cook but said he could only do general cooking, not pastry cooking. At the time I didn’t guess what the scoundrel was driving at, but it all came out soon enough. You see, my sister Lucy helped with the general cooking, and that would throw him to work with her. Lucy was not quite fourteen years old and was large for her age, but a child in ways. She was good-looking and very sensitive. We found out later that Charlie had caused our pastry cook to quit by lying to him. Well, Charlie went to work. I disliked him but could find no fault with his work; it was a hard cold winter and cooks were hard to get. He was good-looking and a great talker, but Lucy never had much to say to him and I thought she shared my dislike of him. He was old enough to be her father.


About that time something happened that set me to worrying and wondering about Frank. Around the first of February Frank went off on business, and while he was gone two new men came to work and to board. They were fine-looking, tall men who carried themselves like Frank did, straight and soldierly. One was, I think, the handsomest man I ever saw, with a dark complexion and black eyes; the other had a light complexion and dark gray eyes. They had been there two or three days when Frank got back one morning while the men were at breakfast. He stepped into the dining room and stood facing the door talking to Mr. Gray, the superintendent, when those two new men walked into the dining room a little late. They saw Frank, stopped dead still, jerked their shoulders back, and saluted. Frank started and lifted his hand as if he was going to return the salute, but instead he dropped it with the palm down as if signaling them for silence. A little ripple of astonishment ran over the whole dining room as the two men walked to their places and sat down. Frank drank his coffee and went outside. Those two men followed him out to where he was saddling his horse. They shook hands, talked a moment, and walked down towards the mill together. The two men went away that day.


Naturally I was curious, and tried to quiz Frank about it, but all he told me was that he went to a military school in England for four years before going to India in the English army. Who the men were and why they left so suddenly, he didn’t tell me; he just laughed and called me Eve for my curiosity. I couldn’t help being hurt to feel he was keeping something from me, and I felt sure he had sent those men on their way, and that he knew them. But I was too busy with the boardinghouse to have much time to worry.


On February 16, 1886, it commenced snowing about three o’clock in the afternoon. It came down in sheets and by the next day drifts were so deep that we were all wet to our necks floundering through the snow to get to the boardinghouse. By night Frank was suffering terribly with rheumatism. It settled in his chest, lungs, and heart, so he couldn’t move nor speak. Soon in the morning I got a doctor. He said the only hope Frank had was to get to Hot Springs at once.


Mr. Gray came over to the house and arrangements were made for the doctor to take Frank the next day. The doctor left, and Mr. Gray told me to go get some rest as I had been up all night. I thought he wanted to talk to Frank about business so I went to my room, separated from the one they were in by a thin partition. I lay down on my bed. I was so sorry for Frank, and back of that I was scared wondering what would become of me and my baby coming in July. I didn’t know whether we had any money or not. I had been saving and hadn’t spent one penny on myself. I knew we were making money since I had taken over the boardinghouse, but whether we had saved any or not I didn’t know. I didn’t know anything about Frank’s business, nor about him either, I soon learned. For just as I began to doze, I heard Mr. Gray say, “Frank, do you realize your condition, and that you ought to make things plainer for your wife? I like you; anybody can see you are a gentleman; but from things you have dropped when drinking, along with what you told me the day those two men gave you away in the dining room, I can’t help feeling you are being unfair to your wife. She is a fine girl, a perfect slave for you, and she has a right to know.”


Frank said, “Friend, you are the only man on earth that could talk to me like this. I have never done anything dishonest nor dirty in my life, but my past before I came to the United States concerns no one. When I landed in New York I closed that life forever.”


Mr. Gray said, “It concerns your wife. And what about the child you told me you are expecting?”


“I never thought of that,” Frank said in a changed voice.


Sleep was out of the question for me now. I went in and told Mr. Gray I would sit with Frank now. I did not want to eavesdrop any longer. If my devotion to Frank had not brought me Frank’s confidence and trust, then I wanted to hear no more of confusion and mystery. I was sure now that my feeling before we were married was right. He had married me not for love but for a nurse and housekeeper. I felt glad he knew, as I was sure he did, that I had married him through gratitude. But as I sat beside him thinking these things, believing him asleep, he spoke quietly. “Mary, do you think I have ever deceived you?”


“I know you have, for I heard you and Mr. Gray talking.”


“If you heard that,” Frank said, “then you know already how I feel about it. Can you forget it? You married Frank Hamilton, and there is no law in England or America to change that. My past concerns no one.”


“Frank,” I said, “am I your wife?”


He took my hand. “Mary, I will swear to this. I am pretty sick, and I may not get back from Hot Springs. You are my lawful wife, my first and only one. I come of a good old family in England and for more than six hundred years there has never been a real stain on our name. But I choose to be dead to that family. I have my own private reasons, and life nor death nor anything else will ever change me.”


I knew he was telling the truth. I tried to be satisfied, but I knew he didn’t look on me as his equal even if I was his wife.


The next morning when the doctor came for him, he took a large sealed envelope from under his pillow and handed it to Mr. Gray. “Keep it locked in your safe. If I live, I will get it sometime. If I don’t and our child is a boy, then open it and do what I ask you. Remember I trust you, my one American friend. But if the baby is a girl, burn it unopened.”


That was our good-bye, though he took me in his arms, held me tight, and told me he loved me better than anything on earth. But I couldn’t believe him. He told me to go ahead and manage everything while he was away, but after he left I couldn’t feel much like going ahead. I was only nineteen years old, expecting every minute to get a message my husband was dead, and wishing it was me. I felt sure he had married me just because it was safer to marry than to hire help. How foolish and bitter of me, but that was the way it looked to me then, and it wasn’t a light heart to carry on my work with, doing all the pastry cooking and managing the general cooking for eighty men. It was years and years before I could see Frank’s marrying me any different.


The day after Frank left, this handyman Flynn, who had been doing the general cooking, gave notice he was quitting in a week’s time, so that left me to take his place, too, as it was impossible to get another cook. I didn’t care, for I wanted to work until I couldn’t think. The same day Flynn left, Lucy asked me to let her go to town with one of our neighbors, as she had often done before. I was glad to let her go as she worked hard and was so good. She had just turned her fourteenth year. Everyone said afterwards she had been acting queer for a couple of weeks, but I had been too worried about Frank to notice it. That morning I gave her fifteen dollars, kissed her, and told her to have a good time. I worked hard all day, doing Flynn’s work, Lucy’s, and my own.


When the four o’clock train came in that afternoon I was still in the boardinghouse kitchen. I looked up and saw Flynn and Lucy standing together in the doorway. They told me they were married. I thought they were joking at first; then I stormed and cried, telling them she shouldn’t live with him one minute. That child, a mere baby. Poor Lucy looked so bewildered. She looked at Flynn, then at me, then came and put her arms around me and said, “Mary, I can’t understand why you are taking it so hard, when both you and Frank have told Flynn again and again you wanted to get rid of me as I was too much expense. God knows I didn’t want to marry and leave you.”


For the first time in my life I found I had a temper. I could have killed Charlie Flynn where he stood.


He looked at Lucy and said to me, “I didn’t tell Lucy you had anything to say about it. It was Hamilton. He told me repeatedly he wanted me to marry her. He is her guardian, and when I told him I might have trouble over her age, he gave me this written statement giving his consent.”


He handed me their marriage license and with it a paper giving a guardian’s consent to Lucy’s marriage.


“You forged it,” I told him. “It isn’t Frank’s handwriting.” But some of the other men looked at it and agreed that it was Frank’s handwriting. They hinted to each other that they had always looked for something like this from Frank. He was too closemouthed and distant not to be dirty.


I felt like my heart would break. I couldn’t believe Frank had done such a thing, but the rest of them did. Frank was at the point of death and couldn’t be bothered. So Flynn gained his point and took little Lucy away with him. Hard work was all that kept me from going crazy those weeks that followed.


I wrote Frank about Lucy’s runaway marriage, and when he wrote back blaming me for it, man-fashion, I was glad, for I knew then he was innocent. In about a month he was able to come home. He looked so much better; his skin was white, and he was twenty-five pounds lighter. I told him he looked as if he had been put in a kettle and boiled until he shrank to half his size. He said the doctors told him he must leave the country and go to a drier climate, but when I asked him if he was going, he said, “No. I have traveled as long as I had any money. From Canada, where I had my first bad spell, straight to old Mexico, and I am as well here as anyplace. But I am going to give up all indoor work and am going to work on my own. Mr. Gray and I are partners from now on, running the boardinghouses that are going to have to be built further out in the woods, and hauling ties and having them made.”


About that time the river or log drivers had come down from Michigan to help get all logs that had been cut during the winter into the river. That meant we had 115 men at the boardinghouse, besides the six helpers and Frank and me. I have been laughed at for saying we used a barrel of flour a day; but you bake 115 loaves of bread a day, biscuits or flapjacks for breakfast, at least thirty pies for dinner, and always tea cakes for supper, as I did, and you will see. Then we had to make our own yeast, and that took lots of flour. We made a five-gallon churn full every two days. The only leftovers of anything we could use were bits of beef roast or soup meat and boiled ham, run through the food chopper. To this we would add cold potatoes and onions, mix well, thin with soup stock, season with pepper, sage, and salt, press in a pan, and bake brown. We served this hot for supper. It is boardinghouse hash, older, I think, than boardinghouses themselves. I don’t believe there is a timber man in America that hasn’t eaten it. But bread, cakes, or pieces of pie we would never put on the table a second time. It didn’t make any difference how much we had left over, but God help us if we didn’t have enough.


Sometimes for days I would forget the shadow that Frank’s past threw over my thoughts, and then a little thing would come up and remind me. One day Frank and Mr. Gray were in the office when a man came in talking some kind of gibberish I couldn’t understand and neither could Mr. Gray. Frank told him what the man was saying, and after he went out I heard Frank laugh and say, “A regular frog-eating Frenchman.”


Mr. Gray said, “Frank, how many languages can you speak, and where did you learn them?”


Frank turned it off, saying only, “Five or six. Some I learned at school, but most of them in the army in Bengal, where a man is liable to learn anything. Learning languages is just associating with different nationalities, and I’ve been around with several.”


I worked so hard I didn’t have much time to think and didn’t want to think, but it was always there, the feeling that he didn’t belong to me at all, but to that past.














Lying Aloud


THAT SPRING FLYNN came back and went to work for Frank. Poor little Lucy begged so hard to come back; Flynn owned to Frank that he forged the permit to their marriage, but pled his love for her was true and all was fair in love and war. He was good to her in his way—waited on her, wouldn’t allow her to do even her own housework, spent every cent he made on her, kept all kinds of novels for her to read—in fact, spoiled her like a little child. She soon got lazy and selfish, and her head was filled with romantic nonsense; but through it all she always loved Frank and me like a father and mother and would do anything for us. Even offered to leave Flynn after finding how he had deceived her into marrying him. But bad as we felt about the marriage, we thought now that she had got into it, she ought to work out her own salvation, so we gave him work and did all we could for them.


Our business was running smooth enough, and we were making money, but as always I had no idea whether we were saving any. Young as I was, I could see where Frank would make so much more if he drank less. Nobody could drive a harder bargain than Frank when he was sober, but when he was drinking, he threw his money away like water, saying, “What is it good for if not to spend on my friends?” Yet when he was sober he claimed no friends, or very few.


I was expecting to be confined in July but was still running the boardinghouse, doing almost half the work myself for eighty men. I knew I needed some little clothes for my baby, but didn’t know what to get. I had no one to go to for advice. I had never asked Frank for one penny for myself. But one day I determined I would. He was at home sick. I had been running over from the cookhouse every chance I got to see how he was and to do for him.


So in the afternoon when work was over for me for an hour, I thought it a good time to slip over and have a talk with him and ask for money to get what I needed. I slipped in, walking easy so as not to wake him if he was asleep. I went in through my bedroom; he was sitting just inside the living room with his back to me. He had a newspaper in his hand, reading, or had been. Just as I stepped in, he crumpled the paper up, threw it down with a moan, more like a sob, and said, “Go ahead, spend, spend. Spend all the money you have looking for me. Damn the lot of you. I am dead, dead to all of you.”


I cried out, “My God, Frank, what do you mean?”


He jumped like he had been shot, snatched up the paper, went to the stove, stuck it in, took a match, and set it afire, burning it all up. Of course he was all that time getting hold of himself. Then he turned to me and said, “Why do you look so frightened, Mary? I must have been reading aloud.”


I said, “And now you are lying aloud. I came over to help you, thinking you bad sick, and I find you sobbing and crying about your past. If you are dead to your people on my account you can just come to life again. Forget me and my child. I can get along.”


“Now, now, Mary, you are tired and overwrought. You are overworked, and you are going to stop and rest up. I have made arrangements with the old lady Green of Jonesboro to board you through your confinement. You will be right by a good doctor and I have spoken to him to wait on you. Mrs. Green is a good nurse and a good friend of yours. She wants you to go a month before your time, rest up, and prepare your things. She will be good to you, and God knows you deserve a rest. Now come, kiss me, and forget this. Next time I will be more careful about reading aloud.”


I said, “Frank, don’t you think I can see you are just plain lying? A smart man like you don’t get down, grovel, and cry like a nigger at the mourners’ bench just over reading an advertisement in a newspaper.”


“You’re right,” Frank said. “But as I told you once before, it doesn’t concern you in any way, so why worry your head about my trouble? It can never come between us unless you let it. If I choose to cut loose from my family, why should you care? My wife and child come first and with that you must try to be satisfied, and if you care for me you will say nothing about this miserable secret between us.”


I said no more. Two weeks later Frank took me to Mrs. Green’s. The first thing we did after Frank left was go shopping. Such an outfit as we got. What joy I took in making the little clothes, or rather big clothes, for every little dress measured fifty inches long. Fine tucks, then inserting, then more tucks, and so on to the bottom of the dresses, and there they were finished with a wide ruffle of embroidery. White linen underskirt was made the same way but finished at the top with a broad band five inches wide; white flannel underskirt made as long and finished with the same kind of band, then the usual muslin band to wear next to the little body. We made several suits and bought a ready-made cloak and cap of white cashmere, silk-lined; that, with forty yards of heavy white cotton flannel for diapers, was the whole outfit. It cost forty dollars. That was the first money I got out of my year’s work. It kept me busy sewing up to the twenty-fifth of July, when my first baby, a fine eight-pound boy, was born. Frank didn’t get there until after the baby was born. I wouldn’t let them wire him till it was almost over as I couldn’t bear to have him see me suffer. But, oh, the joy I felt when he came and saw his boy! When the doctor asked me what I was going to name him, Frank spoke up so quick and said, “She doesn’t have to name him. He has been named quite a while.”


I said, “We are going to call him Frank.”


Frank said, “My dear, you have nothing to do with it. His name is Jim Hamilton.”


He had had a drink or two, just enough to loosen his tongue. Mrs. Green looked at him and said, “What is the idea of ‘Jim’! You mean ‘James.’”


“I mean for Sir Jim Hamilton, the greatest friend I ever had, madam,” Frank said.


Again that past! I changed the subject. My baby was mine anyway.


Mrs. Green brought me a bowl of weak toddy, smoking hot, with crackers broken up in it, and Frank left. He came back for me when the baby was just two weeks old.


I had just one week’s rest after I got home when our Negro cook took sick. The German cook they had got to take my place had gone a few days before with some of the men, laid off for a month on account of repairs at the mill. That left us thirty-five men at our home house with no one to cook for them, so there was nothing for me to do except go to work and do the cooking with the help of my dishwasher and one boy.


I had to get a nurse, one of our neighbor women, to take my baby and take care of him. When she brought him to me every three hours to nurse, I would be hot and tired and I was afraid my milk would be bad for him. She would bring him home at nine o’clock at night, when I was through at the boardinghouse, and I could have my baby until four in the morning, when I had to go back. It was hard on him and on me. In September, when our men all came back, we still couldn’t get but one cook, so I had to go ahead with the baking and pastry work for eighty men, which was harder than all the cooking for thirty-five.


How I had looked forward to the love and care of my little baby. How I longed to do the thousand little things that no one but a mother knows how to do. I could hardly wait for the time when he would know me and understand I was his mother. Instead I was a stranger to him. Even while he was nursing, his eyes would follow his nurse. In November his nurse got sick and I had to bring him home. We still hadn’t got a cook to take my place, so I had to have his little crib in the kitchen, as it was too cold in the dining room. The kitchen was hot and steamy, and when I would take him home with me every night after my work was done, no matter how well I wrapped him up he took cold. In the latter part of November he took a bad cold and croup. That same night he took sick our old cook came back, but too late to save my baby. We had the best doctor that could be got in that part of the country, but nothing did any good. My baby choked to death before morning.


I knew he died because of neglect, because I had not been able to care for him as I should. I blamed Frank, myself, life. I thought my heart was dead, but when I saw how Frank was suffering I had to turn to him for he wasn’t as able to stand it as I was. I couldn’t feel as bitter as I thought I could. I knelt down by my dead baby and prayed as I had never prayed before for strength to take up my life and my duty to Frank, to be cheerful and kind, stand by him through all trouble. And I tried during the long busy days to remember that my baby was with Jesus, where he would be cared for as I could never have cared for him on earth.


In spite of all I could do, Frank lost all grip on himself. He drank harder and had longer spells of rheumatism; he was almost always sick. His business began to fail, but he carried on for another year before he failed entirely. That was a long winter, but the summer that followed was a happy one.


Jim Thompson had married my sister Jane, and they were living with us. Jim was a good friend of Frank’s, and both Jim and Jane were so fun-loving, full of life, and so happy with each other that nobody could be blue around them. I would look forward all day to the pleasant evenings Frank, Jim, Jane, and I would have when the work was done; that is, if Frank wasn’t sick or drinking, and as Jim wouldn’t drink, Frank drank less now he was there. And if Frank did slip over to the house during the day and drown his pain with drink, he would be rich that evening, and laugh at trouble, full of fun, trying to convince us he hadn’t had a drink but this was just his natural disposition. He would tell us stories of his war days in India or cowboy stories of Texas and old Mexico. When he first came to this country he got lead poisoning in Nebraska lead mines and took down there with rheumatism. He got to Canada before he had to go to a hospital. As soon as he could travel he went straight to old Mexico.


One hot evening in September we were sitting talking of one thing and another when Frank said suddenly, “That reminds me, Jim, I will soon be hunting a new job. The railroad has shut down on taking any more ties for three months and God only knows how much longer.”


“But your contract,” Jim said. “You can sue.”


Frank smiled. “What good will that do? The law is the only thing about this country I don’t like, Jim, and won’t get mixed up in. You Yankees have too much law and too little justice. Start a lawsuit and it would take a year, and in the meantime the ties will be wormy and worthless. It won’t hurt Gray so bad, but it will take every cent I have to finish paying off. You see, we’ve gone to a big expense making seven miles of corduroy road and a bridge through that swamp. If they hadn’t shut down on us we’d have come out with good money, but bad luck seems camping on my trail.”


This was the first I knew we were broke. Now I understood why Frank was so often blue, and where all the money we had been making on the boardinghouse had been going. I couldn’t think it was as bad as he said, but it was. In the late fall, a little more than two years after we married, Frank straightened up everything, and all we had left was our stock and the home boardinghouse. I wanted Frank to stay on, get rid of all the stock but the cows and what horses and hogs we would need, go over to Crowley’s Ridge—a fertile strip of ridge land beginning within a mile of our home and running up into Missouri, one of the finest fruit countries in the world—and buy a place, build a house, and start an orchard. I would stay on and run the boardinghouse, and we could easily pay for the land that way, as land was cheap. That country was home to me. My father, mother, brother, and our baby were all buried there on Crowley’s Ridge. Even a little eighty acres there would be home. But Frank would not do that. He said he would never be satisfied there anymore.


Jim and Jane had gone to Michigan to Jim’s people, for Jane was going to have a baby in December and was not well. Our baby brother, Johnny, went to Michigan with them to go to school. That left Frank and me alone for the first time since we were married.


About this time I got a letter from my brother Sam. He was married and doing well up in Missouri and begged me to come and see them. Frank thought it would be a fine idea, as he didn’t have so much to do but what he could look after the house, and I needed a rest, as I was pregnant again. So I went, to stay a month. The first week I got a letter from Frank saying they were getting along fine, and for me to have a good time, as there was nothing to worry about. Well, I was having a good time. Sam was sawyer and filer at the mill and was making good money and taking care of it, and Ida, my new sister-in-law, was a fine girl of a good family.


Ida’s family lived away up in the hills of Bollinger County. We went up to spend the weekend. Her mother wasn’t very well so Sam went home alone, and we stayed a week longer. I enjoyed every minute I was there. They lived in a broad valley between two hills, almost mountains. The valley was a half-mile wide and a mile long, with a creek running through it just in front of their yard. It wasn’t wide nor deep, just a clear, rock-bottomed brook. On still nights, you could hear it from the porch. The hills were alive with birds and full of honeysuckle, great pink patches of blooms against the solid background of green pine. I was half sorry when Sam came for us on Sunday in a buggy, but we had a glorious twenty-five-mile drive through the hills to the bottom country where they lived.


There was a letter from Frank with the same good news as the last. Then a blank two weeks when I didn’t hear, but in my letter to him I begged him to let me come home, as I felt so rested and good I wanted to go to work. I was sure I was needed. At the end of three weeks, I got a letter from him saying he had sold out, lock, stock, and barrel, all but teams and wagons and what household goods he thought we would need, and was going by land to Shannon County, Missouri, where he had a contract at logging. As soon as he got settled he would send for me.


There was no use my telling what a blow that was to me and my dreams of a little home on Crowley’s Ridge. My heart had been set on it, and now I felt I would never have a home of my own. I didn’t even have the satisfaction of writing to Frank, as he was traveling all the time. He wrote me every other day along the way. I could see Sam was out of patience with him. He said it was whiskey causing him to go to pieces like he was.


“I can’t see,” he said, “how a man as smart as Frank is can let drink down him. He is the smartest man in this country. Has the best education by far, is honest and straight and did so well while working for the company. But as soon as he goes to work for himself, he gets reckless, makes foolish trades, wastes his money.”


I stopped him. We had quite a row. I told him he knew Frank was sick all the time and had just had a streak of bad luck that no one could help. I knew it was no use to talk to Sam, as there were only three people who understood: Jim, Jane, and Mr. Gray. They had all seen him when the pain was so bad, especially in his right leg, in the knee he said had been crushed in a steeplechase. We had seen that knee twist out of place, and Jim had set it many times. I felt I was beginning to understand Frank the more others got out of patience with him. It was his condition caused him to drink; that, and his past life, and of this no one knew anything but Mr. Gray and me, and we knew very little. My brother was ashamed of letting his feelings get the best of him and did everything he could to make up for it. I think Ida wrote to her parents to make some excuse to come for us, for they came to spend the weekend and begged us to go back with them. I was so glad to go.


When we got there I found my beautiful hills were all brown and gold except the green pines. They made a far more beautiful picture than when I was there before, and the little brook babbled and sang sweeter, maybe because my own dream of a little home had gone up in smoke. How I loved it all.


Evenings we would sit around the fire listening to Old Man Serrett, Ida’s father, spin yarns of old days in California. Old Man Serrett was hale and hearty, didn’t look over fifty-five, but he was seventy-three and an old “forty-niner.” When he got his pipe going and got started talking of old times, nothing disturbed him but the coughing and grunting that came from his little wife sitting by him knitting. Now and then when she thought he was exaggerating, she would say gently, “Now, Cal dear, stick to the truth.”


He would look at her so cunning and say, “Cinthy, who is telling this story? If it is you, then take the pipe and give me your knitting.”


“Oh no, not that awful pipe. Anything but the pipe, Cal.”


So the stories would go on. But one evening when everything was peaceful, someone knocked on the door and called, “Mr. Serrett, the fire is out, headed for this valley.”


We all rushed out, and calling to us to watch the house and outbuildings, he left. I wish I could paint the beautiful picture we watched. The mountains were covered with pine and dead grass, and as the fire curled along it set fire to pine knots that looked like great stars twinkling in the sky. It was grand to see that fiery mountaintop trying to burn a hole in the sky, but it was sad as well, as it was destroying much valuable timber.


By four o’clock in the morning when they had it in check, Mr. Serrett came in and seemed to be more worried over his deer lick than anything else. He said he thought he had cleared a wide path around it and hoped that would stop the fire, as “I want to get a deer for Mary before she leaves.” He did get one, the very next day, which was Sunday. Bright and early he was up molding bullets, Cinthy scolding about his not going to church with us.


“You know the preacher is coming home with us for dinner, Cal.”


“Yes, I know,” he said. “You and the girls are enough to bring him home, and I’ll have a deer for his dinner. It will save your chickens. That damned Methodist circuit rider can eat more chickens than any man I ever saw. He must be fed up on them. You see I am thinking more about your preacher’s welfare than you are.”


“Oh, Cal, you will do anything to keep from going to church.”


We went, all but Old Man Serrett, with one of their neighbors, so the man could drive. We rode in a two-horse wagon with two spring seats and a board across the back of it, with a quilt over it to make it sittable.


The sermon seemed to impress the congregation the right way, for both men and women got to shouting. When the preacher got them all shouting he had nothing to do but jump up and down and clap his hands and holler. Tears were running down his cheeks, but we couldn’t hear one word he said after the shouting started. That went on until the women gave out. The men had given out long before. That was one time I was glad men are weaker than women. Women can stand more work, more trouble, and more religion than men.


We went home, the preacher riding alongside us horseback. Just as we drove up to the house, Old Man Serrett came around the corner taking a dressed deer to the smokehouse. Poor little Mrs. Serrett was so embarrassed, but Mr. Serrett didn’t care at all. When the preacher asked for a second helping of venison steak at the dinner table, Mr. Serrett said, “The fire ran the deer out of the back country, and this one came by my lick and I got him.”


“Brother Serrett,” said the preacher, “that was a case of the ox falling into the ditch on the Sabbath Day and you pulled him out.”


“No, by gum, I shot him out.” He looked straight at the preacher and winked. “Does it hurt the taste of it?”


“No, indeed. It’s fine, and you were committing no sin up there alone. So please pass the venison.”


Dinner passed off as merrily as you please. That night as we were sitting around the fire talking over the day’s happenings, Ida told her father of the sermon on sin that morning, and that the greatest sin was breaking the Sabbath Day, and of the men and women who had got religion and gone to shouting. He said, “No, by gum, they haven’t got religion no more than I have. Just excited and imagine it’s religion.”


The old lady spoke up at that and said, “Cal, they were really serious. Maybe you think it was imagination that took me in the church.”


He said, “If you had got up and made a show of yourself, cut the buck like some of them do, I’d believe it was. Besides, you have got lots of silly imagination, Cinthy.”


Cinthy gathered up her knitting, saying, “Calvin, you make me tired, and I’m going to bed.”


“I’m glad of it, for I’ve had all the religion I can stand for one day, so you go to bed, and I’ll light up and talk about something more interesting.”


The old people slept in the living room. They would put the lamp out and sit by the firelight. So while she was getting in bed, he whispered, “I’m going to fool her.”


Every time he lit up, as he called his smoking, she would start coughing and quarreling. So he put his pipe down by Ida’s side but began to puff and talk and draw as if he was smoking. The old lady began to cough and grunt, and the more she coughed, the louder he puffed. At last she begged, “Oh, Cal, please put that awful pipe out. It is strangling me to death.”


He said, “Don’t be silly, Cinthy, that pipe is not bothering you.” Of course we girls had to giggle, and that finished her. She got out of bed and said, “I am going into Ida’s room till you put out that pipe.”


As she came by the fire, the old man said, “Look, Cinthy, at my pipe over by Ida, where I put it as you were getting in bed. Confess, old girl, that you have a fair share of imagination as well as everyone else, and toddle back to bed. Just where I am going, as I am tired.”


We all laughed, even the old lady.


About a week after that, it commenced snowing in the evening, snowed till about midnight, and then cleared off. When we got up in the morning, the sun was shining on a blanket of snow about four inches deep. That day I got a letter from Frank telling me to come to him and giving me directions. I was to start in a week. It would be a long trip and cold, but I was so anxious to see him it seemed I could not wait the week.


Sam came for us in his horse and buggy. We bid those dear old people good-bye and started soon in the morning.
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