






















 










Then, as so many times before, someone asked to hear the story: tell about the two Pierres and how you carried money for the bank; how it was the day you met; how it was back then!




It no longer mattered which of them began. They had told it all so often that the disputes and disagreements had long since worn away. Seeing that his wife was tired, Shem began the story.




“The road, back then, was a narrow path just wide enough for a wagon, cut between the ranks of trees…”
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In Which the Story Begins











Shem and Margaret Ellsworth Perkins lived, in good health, to celebrate their fiftieth wedding day. Their children came, with their husbands, wives, and children, and the children of these children. There were friends and neighbors, dear and close, so it made a goodly number.




Tables with white tablecloths were set about the lawn. Chairs from the house were brought out, too, and placed in pleasant groupings under the shading maples and along the open porch. When winged maple seeds blew down, the children picked them up and laughed, perching them on their noses and peering above them to see.




Just beyond the white wood fencing, horses, harnessed to their buggies, reached for roadside tufts of grass and switched their tails at flies.




The photographer came out from town, a small man and precise. On the buggy’s gleaming door gold lettering, in a circular design, gave the name and street address of his studio.






After the photographer climbed down, men gathered to assist him. First the box of photographic plates were carefully handed down. Then the camera itself, a large affair of wood and brass, with three splayed wooden legs.




Shy at first, the guests of honor were led to the center of the lawn and advised on the pose to strike. The photographer ducked beneath his cloth and eyed them through his lens. The couple hung there, upside down, the husband in his good black suit standing beside the wife.




“Hold it,” cried the photographer, and everyone drew breath. Straight into the camera looked the blue eyes of the husband and the dark eyes of the wife.




“Oughtn’t he to sit?” someone began to ask but was quickly hushed.




The wife wore a lightweight summer dress, long sleeved and full skirted, a small brooch at the throat. Her skirt spread wide where it touched the grass, but when they received the finished photograph, the tips of her plain shoes showed. Her large hands, restless in her lap, must have tugged it out of place.




Now the crowd flowed back to life. The screen door banged behind each one as the daughters and the daughters-in-law brought out hams and roasted chickens, biscuits and potato salads, pies of many different kinds, corn, and snapped green beans. The guests moved toward the well-filled tables. Everyone remarked upon the fortunate good weather.




The women had started early in the day before it got too hot. Now they were well satisfied with how it all turned out. A pleasant breeze had struck up, too, riffling skirts and tablecloths and showing, in the stronger gusts, the underside of leaves.




Then, as so many times before, someone asked to hear the story: tell about the two Pierres and how you carried money for the bank; how it was the day you met; how it was back then!




It no longer mattered which of them began. They had told it all so often that the disputes and disagreements had long since worn away. Seeing that his wife was tired, Shem began the story.




“The road, back then, was a narrow path just wide enough for a wagon, cut between ranks of trees…”
























II




Along an Early Road











The road ran westward from Detroit, straight out to Chicago. Most of those who traveled it at that time were likewise going west. However, this was not the case with the particular wagon with which we are here concerned. A farm wagon, hooped and arched with canvas, it belonged to one Thomas Perkins, Esquire, the father of our hero. Once he had lived in Meredith Bridge, New Hampshire. He was then a fiddler of no small renown and had kept a farm as well. In recent years he had moved out West, taking his family. Between the cities of Cleveland and Ashtabula, on a lovely, fertile plain, he had made his homestead and started in to farm. Then he sold his new Ohio farm to buy a house in Millfield, in the State of Michigan. Again they must move on.




At first they had traveled westward through Ohio; then north for thirty miles or so on reaching Michigan. Now they were heading east. The route was somewhat indirect, for they had to round Lake Erie’s western shore to reach their destination. They hoped they might achieve it soon: this day or the next.




Wearing a farmer’s hat and smock, the Fiddler, as he liked to call himself, tried to keep an even pace as he walked beside the wagon. It was thus that he could guide his team, not the horses of the well-to-do, but a pair of oxen, nearly matched, reliable and strong. The wagon was loaded till it strained with all his worldly goods. Lydia, his wife, with their youngest child beside her, rode at the front of the wagon on the narrow planking seat.




It is not yet time to tell of his eldest daughter; she was not with them now. And Luke, his reckless, firstborn son? The boy had died some years before, might he rest in peace. He, who had been so spirited and strong, had dared one risk too many. It was so like him, the father remembered now, to prefer the color red! How he had teased and wheedled with his mother till, in the garments that she sewed, she let him have his way. The Fiddler put it from his mind. No grief or other mortal act would repair the loss.




Behind the wagon, by some several lengths, walked the Fiddler’s crippled son. He was always described in this fashion. He was fourteen years of age.




It sometimes is the wanton way of boys to tear a leg from a spider or an ant and watch that unfortunate creature as it tries to make its way. It limps; it lurches frantically. The strong side carries all the weight, the weak side keeping up. You would think of such a thing, seeing the Fiddler Perkins’ son, for the boy had been born with a gimpy leg, and every step was an effort toward an uncertain end.




The bards, they say, and the poets love the lame; and perhaps God loves them, too. But the poets never tell us this: that at the moment of the birth the eyes that ought give welcome to a child turn, instead, away.




Shem.




It helped that he had had a sunny disposition. Indeed, for the first years of his life, he’d hardly seemed to notice that he differed from the rest. True, in those days, his brother and older sister were always there to help him should he fall, or to boost him high on a barnyard fence to delight in the suckling pigs. His mother had taught him how to read, sparing the walk to school. And often, in those early years, the Fiddler’d taken the boy along to gatherings, bees, and raisings—wherever it was he played. It had been a happy sight, to see the glad-eyed little boy astride his father’s lap. Then, in the year that Shem was six, a sudden, raging springtime flood had taken the brother’s life. The father hung up his fiddle, and a shadow crossed the house.




It was after this, by some two or three years, that they’d gone out to Ohio. There the infant Annie’s birth had cheered them for a while. The parents had smiled to see how Shem had lavished on the little girl the care that he had known. Already, through his tutelage, she could say her ABC’s and do the simplest sums.




But there had been no time for lessons when they sold the house and farm and prepared themselves to leave. Such a pretty house it was! You could not ask for better.




“Where are we going?” Annie asked.




“Michigan,” Shem told her.




“I thought it was to Millfield.”




“Well, there, why did you ask me if you already knew?”






“It’s Michigan and it’s Millfield,” she explained to her cornhusk dolls, a family of four.




 




It was hard for Shem on this corduroyed road whose logs, laid crosswise side by side, formed an uneven surface and were slippery with moss. The strain of it made him awkward, and from time to time he fell. Pridefully refusing to use a walking stick, neither would he accept to ride with his mother and little Annie. They’d have gladly made him room.




Shem.




He might have been a comely lad, with his dark hair falling across his face and the clear, light eyes of the English who were his ancestors. Now, however, his face was drawn and hard. The boots he wore were meant as an assistance, but more often caused him pain. They were the well-meant parting gift of an Ohio neighbor, a cobbler of some skill. As the man had observed correctly, they could not know when next they’d find a cobbler to make another pair. So he made the new boots extra large to fit the next year’s growth. He did not stint on leather and he reinforced the sole. The boots were exhausting by reason of their weight, and the knitted socks Shem wore did not remedy the fit. Many times the boots chafed cruelly and, when Shem took them off at night, the dark-gray socks were bloodied.




Shem thought, as he walked along, there is nothing you can do. Everything defeats you, the distance most of all. Perhaps your mind runs freely, but the pace remains the same. One tree. One stone. This brown and faded grass. They vanish as you advance. Ahead there are so many others! How many trees? How many stones? How many blades of grass?




And why, he wondered, had they come out here at all? His father said it all was for the best. Had Ohio failed somehow to satisfy the Fiddler? The only thing that Shem could see amiss was a moodiness in his mother. It came in—and it lifted—like the mists from off the lake. Perhaps, Shem thought, it was being so far from home. Did she miss the house where they had lived so long, and all the family? But why, then, push on farther to the West? Why not go back East?




He’d overheard his mother once asking that very question: “Why not go back home now, Tom? It’s all been such a while.”




“No,” his father had replied. “There are things best left behind you, and misery’s of that lot. Out West where we’re going now—why, they say that Michigan isn’t to be beat!”




Shem recalled the day when it began. A stylish stranger, mounted well, had reined in at their gate post and asked was the Fiddler home. Suppose, Shem thought, he had said that he was not. Would that have closed the matter? But no, he’d bid him welcome. The man had city lots to sell and every one was a beauty, to hear him tell of it! He had printed drawings, too, which, when he rolled them out for you, you had to agree were pretty. He had a plan that showed the intended streets. The Perkinses, he thought, would do especially well to buy a corner lot and house, with a back lot to the river. He had then come down in price.






To the Fiddler, who often thought of luck, this seemed like nothing less. The Ohio farm had prospered, he reflected, but it never seemed like home. Then, again, a city situation might be best for Shem. It would offer work, most likely, start them out anew. Reasoning thus, he had signed the purchase papers and brought them home with pride. He’d seized his wife’s both hands in his!




“City folk is what we’ll be! How d’you do and how d’you do—” Recalling how they used to dance, he swung her round right then and there in the summer kitchen! “So glad to meet you, mistress!”




His merriment had startled her.




“Oh, Tom, do stop playacting now. Whatever’s done is done.”




That was several months ago. Now, in her dark-brown traveling dress, brown so as not to show the dirt, she kept her place in silence and stared out straight ahead. It would go better, the Fiddler told himself, once they were settled in. A journey such as theirs had been would have to be hard for a woman. For his son, too, he supposed.




“Shem, you want to ride?” he called. He knew the boy resented favors, but could not help but ask.




Shem heard his father call his name but mistook the rest. He thought his father needed him and hastened to comply. Thus began a sequence of events more lasting in their influence than anyone might have guessed. Just as they often said back then, you never know, when a thing begins, where it is going to take you.
























III




A Friendship Is Begun











Even as his father watched, Shem’s foot, in its awkward casing, slipped out from beneath him and the boy fell to the ground. Appalled, and feeling himself at fault, the Fiddler ran to help. This left the oxen unattended and, because the road was narrow and the team of oxen wide, even a moment’s inattention brought them all too quickly to the cut logs’ ragged edge. Very softly, almost smoothly, the right-hand wheels of the heavy wagon slipped sideways from the roadway into the springtime mud.




“Haw!” yelled Mrs. Perkins. But it was too late. The thick mud closed around the wheels, and the wagon, listing and askew, came to a total halt. The oxen, feeling the uneven pull, lunged forward in their traces. It was all the wife could do to soothe and keep them quiet till the Fiddler returned with Shem.




Nor did the efforts of some hours relieve their predicament. What defeated them especially was the great depth of the mud. The spoked wheels sank more deeply and the Perkinses felt their situation worsen with each passing hour. They tried to lighten up the load, removing furniture, kegs, and sacks, and setting them on the road. They pried and pulled; they pleaded with the team; they knew, even as they did so, that one team of oxen lacked sufficient strength. The wagon, as it had come to rest, was very nearly parallel to the road itself. Unless they could get it moving through the mud, they would have but little hope of restoring it to the road.




The only comfort that they had—and small it was at that—was knowing they weren’t the only ones to be caught this way. Lately every mile they passed was strewn with wasted goods. In chairs and chests and lidded kegs they had read the stories of others like themselves. The Fiddler ruefully recalled that he had, not long ago, counted up his blessings. Subtract a little now!




 




Annie heard the other wagon first. At first, when she sang out her news, they thought that she had made it up with her good imagination. But presently their ears confirmed what hers had caught much sooner. A wagon, traveling east to west, was now approaching theirs! The sounds were not to be mistaken. Tinware clanked and wooden wheels screeched against their iron fittings with each slow rotation.




Oxen lowed, and blatting sheep kept up a constant protest. Roped to the wagon as they were, they must duly follow after.




Because the forest was so dense, it was a while before the other wagon could be seen as well as heard. At last they saw it was led by a man about the Fiddler’s age, a man who walked, as the Fiddler had, beside his plodding team. A girl with thickly braided hair leaned forward from the wagon seat, frankly curious. Beside her, emotions more contained, rode the wife and mother.




“Don’t do more than you have to, now,” the Perkinses heard her caution, to their great embarrassment. “And remember to be careful till you know who’s there.” But the man was striding toward them and the Fiddler put out his hand.




Ellsworth was the other’s name, and, for a time, the men worked on alone, Shem joining as he could. The strategy, they soon agreed, was to try to widen out the road, then use the strength of the doubled team to move the wagon forward. Shem was assigned to finding fallen wood for the men to cut and shape. The girl, whose name was Margaret, watched him from the wagon seat, though she knew she should not stare. At last she had to ask.




“How do you think it happened?”




“I suppose,” the mother said, “he was born that way.”




“You don’t think it was later on, something bad that happened, an injury or such?”




“No, not by the looks of it.” The mother turned from her own inspection of the busy scene. “One ought to give him credit, I would say, for doing what he can out here, which is hard enough for the rest of us blessed with two good feet.”




“If I were him, I’d hide,” the daughter said.




“Why, what a thing to say!”




 




It was scarcely an hour after that that the women were recruited to hitch the teams together and guide them as they worked. The men, and Shem, would keep the wagon balanced—by guiding it with heavy ropes—until it found the road. This left Annie to amuse herself, and Margaret who, denied a part, felt angry and excluded. She knew she ought to mind the little girl. But instead her eyes kept going back to the crippled boy. How stubbornly he struggled! She admired him in his pride.




Giving it no further thought, she now reached out to grasp the rope that he had been assigned.




“No,” he said, “I’m not in need of help. Why don’t you watch Annie? That’s fit work for a girl.”




Let the braggart be, she thought, and resolved to keep her distance. “I hope—” she called and caught herself. She was going on sixteen. Much though he deserved it, she would not wish him ill.




Even with the doubled team, it was dark, and growing cold, before they got the wagon properly on the road. Clearly they would not travel on that day. But whoever was disappointed did not speak of it. The rig was whole, and no one had been hurt. They were fortunate.




Each of the families now withdrew to make their preparations for the evening camp. Fires were kindled, water fetched, kettles set to boil. They added meal to thicken into gruel. Beyond all else the fragrance, as it cooked, reminded them of home. Thus it both made the wilderness recede and called up poignant memories of all they’d left behind.




With the supper hour’s close, the women began to tidy up and the men stirred from their separate camps to exchange the news: Was it true that Indians were abroad and likely to make trouble? Not since last year’s treaties. These were just and fair, folks said. Of course, one never knew. What had they heard of the cholera? Was it bad as the year before? No, but folks were saying that the ague, or the fever and the chills, was already starting. Then, as their paths ran opposite to each other, each one asked the other about the road itself. Was it better up ahead? That’s what one always hoped.




“Well,” said Mr. Ellsworth slowly, “well, I couldn’t tell you yes. But then, on the other hand, I hate to tell you no.”




The Fiddler smiled at this report. He felt he’d made a friend.




Now he began to tell about the new house he had bought. He offered to show—he insisted on bringing out–the printed Millfield plat. Also, for he had it right at hand, the picture of the central square that the agent had imparted just before he left. It showed clean streets, well-lined with shady trees and edged with picket fences where luxuriant roses bloomed. Ladies with tilted parasols chatted with one another, so it seemed, and a buggy and some horses made their way around the square. An artful ribbon, looping over all, displayed the new state’s motto.




The Fiddler was glad to translate, as had been done for him. “Si quaeris peninsulam amoenam, if you wish a fair peninsula, circumspice, look about you!” And the Fiddler waved his hand.




“Well, is that right!” Mr. Ellsworth was impressed. “A fair peninsula! Long as it’s got good acreage that’s good enough for me.”




 




Before the sky was light next day they bid each other affectionate farewell, supposing they would never meet again, at least not in this world. The women leaned from their wagon seats to wave, but the trees closed in so quickly as they went their separate ways. With the passage of a few more days, the grass that was flattened where they’d walked stood up straight again. Then it was just the ashes of their fires that told where they had stayed.




Meanwhile Fiddler Perkins’s wagon had passed the region of oak clearings, distinctly marked on the map he always carried, and approached its destination. The road was a good bit wider here and ran on level ground. Shem and his father walked apace, the latter being happy and much relieved that the smoother roadway eased things for his son.




“Shem, boy,” he exulted, “we are almost there! We ought to see it peeking soon, and what a sight that’s going to be, after all these miles!”




The Fiddler, you could plainly tell, was filled with his own excitement. Shem watched his father brushing down his hair, adjusting the collar of the coat he had put on, dusting off the elbows and evening out the cuffs. So will any traveler who knows that a difficult journey is nearly at an end.




The approach to Millfield lay across a bridge. Even Shem, who resisted his father’s cheer, could not deny that Millfield’s situation was a pleasant one. The town was set on a modest plain, crooked in the river’s arm. It was wooded, but not excessively so, and First Street, running true to plan, bisected the area neatly. At a greater distance from the river, a second and less developed street ran parallel to the first. It was First Street that divided, north and south, to bound the central square.






This concluded any and all resemblance to the plat and drawings that had shaped their hopes. The loyal artist who’d depicted Millfield’s charms had strayed, with good intent no doubt, to the hopeful side of truth. Here there were no picket fences. Or roses. Or parasols. In fact, there were no villagers about, and Millfield’s mud-filled, barren streets were innocent of traffic.




Shrugging on his greatcoat as he came, a solitary citizen was hurrying toward them now. His name was Parker, Ezra Parker, the keeper of the inn. Had they not seen it coming into town? Well, perhaps they had not known that it was an inn. He also was an officer of the Millfield Bank. Would they dine at the hotel? They would be his guests. Had Mr. Perkins seen the mill? Already it was earning well, past all expectation!




“—and here,” their self-appointed guide announced with satisfaction, “here is where the depot’s going to be! Convenient, is it not?”




The Fiddler nodded, confused and overwhelmed. But then, thought Shem, one might as well agree. Not one tie was laid as yet and, until the rails were down, everything was conjecture.




Now they had arrived at the location of their home with its corner lot. The house was agreeable as to size, and the frame looked true. But the surrounding flower beds, prominent in the cross-hatched drawings, proved but another example of the artist’s zeal. Around the house was ruined, rutted earth. Rough-cut stumps and fallen, uncut trees gave the site a grieved appearance. It was as if the construction of the house had been a violation.






“Tom,” Shem heard his mother say, “surely there is some mistake? Show him where our lot is at—show him the plat, Tom, corner place and grounds! Here’s the letter with the Bill of Sale! Tom, for all you paid they promised—”




From the wagon Annie called, “Shemmy, why are we stopping here? When will we be there?”
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