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			GATHER

		

	
		
			S.E. 2, Section 10, Township 8, Range 4E.

			In late summer Line told him she was two months along.  Another mouth to feed. And besides, she said, forty-three was too old. She said it would be a melon-head or all crippled up or have a harelip because God must be angry with them because look what had already happened this year.

			In the spring they lost all but one cow and her calf to blackleg.

			At that time also Virgil, their only son, sixteen, a real go-ahead boy, up and ran away to scratch for fool’s gold in California.

			Hail in July flattened their wheat, and in August, as the corn was heading out, two weeks of winds right out of Hell burned up so much of it that come fall they snapped the pitiful small ears and shelled them by hand rather than bothering them to the mill. Twenty acres of wheat gone and thirty of corn. Cash crops. God made the weather, Vester said.

			It was March now, and Line went on reciting their woes like a child a poem, and he heard her out because she seldom spoke these days and maybe it would help whatever ailed her.

			Then, before the first snow, when they knew it would be nip and tuck to feed themselves through the winter, they sent Loney, their eldest girl, fourteen miles away to drudge for a family far better off. For a third of a bed and keep, the poor child.

			Then one of their oxen got the warbles, worms under the skin. You could cut open the swelling and douse the worms with coal oil to kill them if you had any coal oil. Let be, the worms would suck the very soul out of the ox, Line was sure, and come spring, yoked up, it would fall down dead in the field, the poor creature.

			Then this winter of damnation. How had they sinned? It was so cold they were out of wood and corncobs by the end of January and had to heat and cook with hay cats. Twice when it must have been forty below they brought the two pigs into the house for the night to save them from freezing, but another night they failed to and a pack of wolves ate them down to the bones. The blizzards were so fierce you were blind three feet from the door. They had to run a taut rope from the door to the stable and a second rope from there to the outhouse or lose their way. Reverend Dowd stopped by in January during a short thaw, and likewise Mary Bee came from her claim in February to bring them food; but except for these two, the circuit rider and their nearest neighbor, the family had set eyes on no other human in five months. The school-church was snowed in, no one ever hollered greeting, and they ached for the sweet sound of a bow put to a fiddle. Father, mother, and the three girls shivered and were sickly and drank from the same dipper.

			And now a baby, Line concluded.

			Vester was forty-four. He put a hand on her belly and said a baby was not his fault. A man had his needs, he said, and the Almighty had provided woman for those needs.

			She pushed his hand away.

			Ever since she told him last summer she was two months along he had watched her change. She would go hours speechless. Some days in clear weather he would come in from the field to meet her outdoors standing staring over the prairie as though there were something to see. She slept restless. She was cranky. She picked at her plate. She had headaches. Proud of her hair once, black once, cut and washed and brushed like clockwork, she let it grow long and gray and dirty. The girls said some days she would sweep the house out three times, letting in the cold, but other days he would enter to find her hindside on a chair throwing her eyes around. She fretted him. He studied her and was minded of warbles. A worm under her skin, inside her, was sucking out the strong, cheerful, loving wife she had been, and there was no coal oil for that. A worm? The baby?

			Vester and Theoline Belknap lay beside each other in bed on the hay tick, listening. It was night in early March, and that afternoon the wind had switched to blow warm from the south, warm enough to let the fire go out in the stove after supper. It was raining heavy. The sod and hay and pole and dirt roof of a sod house wouldn’t turn much water. Small streams of muddy water poured down into the four buckets they had placed before retiring. Rain was a tussle between sleep and mud. Unless the buckets were emptied out the door often, in the morning the dirt floor was a bog. They listened. Far off, the coyotes yapped. Nearby, on the other side of the quilt behind them, hung up to partition a third of the house for a back bedroom, one of the girls spoke in her sleep. There were three girls left at home after they had to send Loney away. Junia was eight, Aggie six, and Vernelle four. The house was built of sod blocks three feet long and a foot wide, turned up out of virgin prairie sod by a breaking plow behind the oxen and laid side by side to form a wall three feet thick. Measured on the inside the house was eighteen feet long and fifteen wide. It had one wooden door on rope hinges that would not close tight and one glass window, framed, through which they couldn’t see because it was so wavery. Behind the quilt was the girls’ bed and before it was what they called the “front room,” where they all lived. At meals they sat around a sawhorse table, father and mother in the two chairs nearest the stove, one girl on a cracker box, and two girls on the side of their parents’ bed. Line’s other furnishings were few. She had two shelves pegged into the sod wall for cutlery, cooking utensils, and dishpan, and a small, cloth-fronted cupboard for salt and saleratus and rye coffee and such. Finally there was the trunk she had brought when they came out west three years ago containing her valuables: a hat she had never worn, a dress of real silk she was saving for her daughters’ weddings, a Bible, daguerreotypes of her dear mother and father back in Kentucky, in Heaven now, a tortoise-shell comb, her sewing basket, a looking glass into which she couldn’t bear to look, letters from home, her wedding ring, and the seven dollars she had earned sewing for Mary Bee.

			“When’re you due?” he asked. She moved, trying to make herself comfortable. She was big and the hay tick was lumpy. “Two weeks,” she said.

			They lay in the dark listening to the buckets and the warm wind blow over the world. By and by Vester said he had made up his mind. This was the third thaw, and this being March he believed it would hold. They had her seven dollars to their name. They must have food or go hungry, seed for a crop or go broke. He said he intended to ride to Loup early in the morning and sign a chattel mortgage at the bank, take the money and buy food, order and pay in advance for seed, pick up their mail at the store, and be home by dark or thereabouts. She lay silent a spell, worrying about a chattel mortgage he reckoned, the homesteader’s plague, and he was dozing off when she spoke, suddenly, rousing him.

			“You leave me and the baby’ll come.”

			“Line, I have to go.”

			“It’ll be cursed.”

			Come daylight Vester got up and dressed and went to the stable to feed the stock and saddle his horse. Line got up and dressed and started a fire in the stove and went to the outhouse. On return she emptied the buckets and waked the girls and standing in mud made corn dodgers. All she had left was cornmeal, which she mixed with water until it was too thick to run, then fried. She made extra, enough for herself and the girls later. Vester came in and she used the last of her sorghum molasses on his dodgers and the last of her coffee, which was rye parched brown, for two cups for him. He guaranteed again he’d be home by dark. Loup was sixteen miles north and east of their claim. He tried to kiss her on the cheek, but she turned her face from him.

			After she fed the girls she put them to twisting hay cats and piling them against the wall. They brought in hay, prairie grass, from the stack under the snow outside and twisted it tight into rolls a foot long. Hay burned hot but fast, and the stove needed steady tending.

			Midmorning the wind veered around from south to north and blew biting cold.

			In the afternoon it commenced to snow. Then she knew Vester wouldn’t be home before morning and she would have the baby. It was snowing too hard to risk sending Junia the two miles to fetch Mary Bee for help. She would have to help herself, however she could. God made the weather, Vester said.

			Just before dark she went to the stable and fed the oxen and cow and calf. She laid a hand on the flank of the ox with warbles, right on a swelling, and was sure she could feel the worm move. Then she returned to the house, bringing with her two picket ropes.

			She sent the girls to use the outhouse. While they were gone she tied a rope to each of the bedposts at the foot of the bed.

			When the girls were back she gave them a cold dodger apiece and told them to get into bed with their clothes on and to stay there and not come past the quilt, into the front room, no matter what.

			It was pitch-dark now. She lit a candle. In the trunk she found her thin gold wedding ring, dropped it in water, and set it on the stove to boil. On the bed she placed scissors, thread, and the dishpan where they would be handy.

			She took the pan from the stove, let the water cool a bit, drank it from the pan, and replaced her wedding band in the trunk. Since she was a girl she’d heard that wedding-ring tea would comfort a body and ease your labor pains.

			She stuffed the stove with twists, pulled the cracker box next to the bed, set the candle on it, took off her boots and trousers and feedsack drawers, settled herself in bed with both pillows at her back, closed her eyes, and waited.

			She heard the girls whispering.

			In an hour or so she felt squeezings inside, and presently her water broke, wetting the bed. In a few minutes the labor pains commenced. They went on a good hour, she reckoned, coming closer and closer together. She tried not to make a sound, but soon the pain was so fierce she groaned and cried out so loud that the girls, scared to death themselves, began to cry like a choir of cats.

			The fire in the stove died. The house was cold, but she was wringing wet with sweat.

			Suddenly the pain was steady, and she knew her time had come. She sat up and threw the covers aside and raised her knees and drew her wampus, the long hickory shirt worn over trousers, up to her breasts. Reaching, she took hold of the two ropes tied to the bedposts, one in each hand, and pulled on them as she pushed with her lower parts, pulling and pushing and screaming now and her girls screaming.

			The baby presented itself head-first.

			She let go of the ropes and freed herself of it and saw that it was perfect and a girl.

			She lifted it by its slippery legs and shook it until it began to cry.

			She laid it between her legs and ran a forefinger around inside of its mouth to rid it of mucus and to make sure its tongue was straight forward, not back, so it would not strangle. Finding scissors and thread, she tied the umbilical cord and cut it. Then she wiped the tiny thing off tenderly with bedding, nestled it beside her, placed the dishpan between her legs, and fell back against the pillows, dead tired.

			The girls were silent now, but she thought she could almost hear hearts beating behind the quilt.

			In another minute or two she received the afterbirth in the dishpan, but she continued to bleed, so she rubbed her abdomen to stanch the flow.

			As soon as she was strong enough, she got out of bed and by the light of the candle took the baby up and cradled it in her arms. Wearing only shirt and wampus, she crossed the muddy floor and went outdoors. It was still deep dark, but it had stopped snowing and there was no need to find her way by the ropes.

			She went barefoot by the path to the outhouse, opened the door, stepped inside, and pushed the naked baby down the hole head-first.

			Vester Belknap reached home before noon. He saw blood on the snow. He dismounted directly, left the horse, and entered the house.

			Theoline Belknap lay in bed throwing her eyes around the room. He saw blood on the bed and the guttered candle and the bloody dishpan tipped over on the floor. There was no sign of the girls.

			“Line, what’s happened?” he asked.

			At the sound of his voice, the girls behind the quilt began to bawl.

			“Pa! Oh, Pa!” they bawled.

			“What’s the matter?” he cried at them.

			“She had the baby!”

			“Where is it?” he cried. He looked at his wife. “Line, where’s the baby?”

			“Tha,” she said.

			He stared at her. “Where’s it at!” he demanded.

			“Tha,” she said. “Tha, tha, tha, tha, tha, tha, tha, tha.”

			On a thought he roared at the quilt. “Junia, did she leave the house?”

			“Yesss!”

			“Christ Lord!” he cried, and rushed outdoors.

			•   •   •

It was as though a great grave had been opened and light, blinding light, let in. From a sky of blue the sun blessed what was below. The body of the plains, cold, silent, white, vast, was laid bare at last. Men and women and children, long buried there by winter, came out of the dirt like creatures to see what the months of darkness, storm, and death had done to one another. Some despaired. Some thought on spring. Some gave thanks to God.

			His representative, the Reverend Alfred Dowd, rode out on his nag in the early morning. A ragged woolen muffler was wound around his neck and nose and ears and tied on top to hold his hat on. For food and shelter he depended on his flock. For the wages of sin and the IOUs of salvation, for marrying and burying and carrying the news, they depended on him. Alfred Dowd was a circuit rider. Methodist by denomination, he had six appointments, or churches, or what passed for churches, on his circuit; and if the weather was fair enough and the trails passable enough, and if he rode hard enough and preached fast enough three times every Sunday, he could bring the Word to each congregation every two weeks. Given these ifs, Dowd did. Between the fire and brimstone he attempted also to visit every family in his charge once or twice a season, breakfasting at one place, dining at a second, supping and sleeping at a third. It was a matter of speculation who covered the more miles on the back of a horse, the minister or the doctor. Dowd was generally acknowledged the winner, but he had the lighter load, the Good Book and a change of socks, while the doctor, Jessup by name, was slowed by a black bag, a whiskey bottle, and an ability to sleep in the saddle which permitted his mount to poke. Dowd was probably the more useful to his people, too. He sat up with the sick. He advised the troubled. He consoled the bereaved. He restored to harmony the discord between husband and wife. He bucked up couples close to foreclosure. “There’s more in the man than there is in the land,” he would say to them. He was not too holy to roll up his sleeves when needed, and pitch in with a fork or an ax or a plow. He had been known to wash dishes. His cash income last year had been twenty-eight dollars, but as he sowed he reaped a harvest of chickens, hogs, calves, eggs, garden truck, and wood for his stove. He had two small children and a wife twenty years younger and worshipful. His only expletive was “Bosh.” He was respected for long rides and esteemed for short prayers and sermons. He stepped lively. He was welcomed everywhere. Alfred Dowd was beloved.

			It was custom in the Territory to ride up and wait some rods before a sod house until someone came out and you were recognized before you rode near and dismounted. On this faultless March day Vester Belknap burst out of his house to meet the minister, trying simultaneously to run and haul on his coat.

			“Oh, Reveren’, Reveren’, you ain’t come a minute too soon!”

			Dowd couldn’t tell whether the man’s eyes watered with sun or with tears.

			“It’s Line! She’s gone crazy on me!”

			“Come now.”

			“Day before yestiddy! I come home from Loup an’ she’d had the baby an’ killed it!”

			Dowd was dismounting. “You can’t mean it.”

			“She did so! Crazier’n a bedbug!”

			“Calm yourself, Vester,” said Dowd, boots on the snow. “Tell me.”

			The homesteader was built like a barrel, and it was as though the bung had been pulled. A horrified Alfred Dowd listened, untying and unwinding his muffler to bare his face, feeling the palms of his hands perspire. Belknap finished. “Her own babe, her own babe. Kin you b’lieve it?”

			The minister shook his head, then asked, irrelevantly, “What have you done with the child?”

			“Put ’er in the stable, high up. Wolves. She’ll keep till I kin get in the ground.”

			“We must have a service.”

			“If you say so.”

			“In the meantime our concern must be for your poor wife.” Dowd glanced at the house and saw in the wavery window what seemed to be the faces of three young girls peering at him. “I’ll go in and see her.”

			“Oh, no.” Belknap set his belly between them. “Nope, I don’t want no one t’see ’er. Not like she is.”

			“Are you ashamed of her?”

			The man colored. He knew what he wanted to say, and on the other hand, what he should say. “Course I’m not! She’s my wife!” he cried. Line wasn’t herself, though, not by a long shot, he insisted. When she talked you couldn’t make sense of it, just noises. He had to feed her by hand, like a baby, or she’d starve. He had to carry her to the outhouse and pull up her clothes and set her down or she’d bust her bladder. “Does that sound like a wife?” he demanded, convinced he had made his case. “Is that like a human bein’ atall? You tell me, Reveren’!”

			Dowd nodded. “I understand. Still, someone had better see her. Let me pass, Vester.” He smiled. “Remember, when I go in, the Lord goes with me.”

			Belknap stared at him a moment, then subsided and moved, and the minister stepped lively for the door, removing his hat.

			He was inside the house only a short while, and when he came out he walked slowly, almost unsteadily to his nag, hat in hand, and laid his forehead against the animal’s neck and closed his eyes. He thought of his own wife. When he raised his head, squinting into the sun, Belknap was nowhere to be seen. Just as he was about to call, Vester emerged from the outhouse, buckling his trousers, and came to him.

			“Let us pray,” Dowd said.

			They bowed heads.

			“Dear Lord, restore this woman to Thy grace. And comfort her husband in his time of trial. We ask Thee in the name of all those afflicted in mind and spirit, and those who love them. Amen.”

			The minister put on his hat. “Vester, I am truly sorry,” he said.

			Vester was vindicated. “Told you so, Reveren’. But sorry don’t help. What in hell—I mean, what’ll I do? I cain’t live like this. She cain’t cook or clean or nothin’. She’s no use to anyone, leastwise herself.”

			Dowd was rewinding his muffler. “I’ve been thinking. It may not be good for the girls to be with her long. Why can’t you send them over to Mary Bee’s? She’ll take them in.”

			“Oh, no.” Belknap was stubborn as before. “I won’t be alone with ’er. Gives me the shakes. Think some more.”

			The minister sighed. “Well, what did you intend to do?”

			“Me? What kin I do? I figgered you’d come by or I’d get word to you someways.”

			Dowd sighed again. He tied the muffler on top. He asked where Theoline hailed from originally, and Belknap replied from Kentucky, little town in a hollow called Slade’s Dell, same place he did, and she still had folks there, sister and a brother.

			“That’s where she must go, then,” said Dowd.

			“How?”

			Dowd said they’d have to have a homesman. He’d heard of two other wives in the same pitiful state, one up northeast of Loup named Petzke, and one over east, a Mrs. Svendsen, which, with Theoline, made three, the same number as last year.  “We can manage it soon, I predict.” He squinted at the sky. “This day is a sign. We’ll have spring before we know it.” He took up his reins. If he had hoped for dinner at the Belknap place, he had hoped in vain. “I will pray for her, Vester.”

			“Pray for me, Reveren’. She’s past it.”

			Dowd frowned. “You’ll hear from me in a week or so.”

			Belknap frowned. “I better. I cain’t put up with this for long.”

			The minister hopped on his nag and looked off over a world glazed a pure, almost a divine, white. “This winter,” he said through his muffler, as though to himself. “Oh, this damnable winter.”

			Belknap shoved hands into coat pockets and snuffled. “Why’d she do it, Dowd?” he pleaded, pulling a long and sorrowful face. “You’re a parson. Why in hell’d she do this t’me?”

			Alfred Dowd rode away from him.

			•   •   •

Charley Linens picked up John Cox at his place and the two men rode south and west. In the scabbard by his saddle each carried a rifle, loaded.

			In the late fall, just before the first snow of that winter, a young bachelor named Andy Giffen had left his claim and gone home to Pennsylvania. On the door of his dugout he posted a sign: GONE BACK EAST TO GET A WIFE.

			This was not unusual. If they were able, homesteaders often took advantage of a winter to cross the Missouri and return to their roots for sundry reasons: to visit family, to enjoy civilization, to scratch and claw in court over inheritances, to borrow money from prosperous in-laws, or, in Andy’s instance, to find a girl, paint her a rosy picture of life on the frontier, wed her and bed her and knock her up, and escort his darling and her belly back with him come spring. Brides-to-be were scarcer than oysters in the Territory, where men outnumbered women eight to one. Andy had staked a claim to a hundred sixty choice acres near the Kettle River and lived on it two years and taken two crops from it. He had built a snug home by digging into the side of a ravine, fronting the hole with sod blocks, installing a door and a window of wood that swung open and shut, and running his stovepipe upward through the earth to clear prairie level by several feet to allow for snow. Andy Giffen was twenty-nine and ripe. He had a house and a fine team of horses and a good milch cow and plenty of tools and implements and seed for spring. All he lacked to be sitting pretty were a wife and children.

			So he thought. He also lacked registration papers for his claim. He had complied with two provisions of the Preemption Act by living on his land and improving it, but he had not yet got around to appearing at the nearest land office, in Wamego, seventy miles away, to file and to pay the $1.25 an acre appraised value. Andy calculated to kill two birds with one stone—to bring his brand-new bride home by way of Wamego, to sign papers and pay up and show her off at the same time. It was a small matter. Several of his neighbors were in the same fix and seemed unconcerned. Technically they, too, were “squatters,” with appurtenant “squatter’s rights,” and possession was nine points of the law. But what he did not reckon with was the fact that where there were squatters, there were bound to be claim-jumpers, and sure enough, soon after he left on his matrimonial mission, one such individual tore down his gone-east-wife sign and moved into his house.

			Charley Linens and John Cox added Martin Polhemus and his rifle and the three rode on together toward Andy Giffen’s place, straight of face, speaking little. The day was dark. The thaw continued. The snow was crusted. Under the snow they could hear water running now and then, and the pull of a hoof from the snow made a sucking sound.

			No one knew a particle about the jumper. Some had heard his name was “Briggs,” others “Moore.” He could be a loner, working his game on his own. He could be in cahoots with a lawyer in Wamego, which, it was said, had more lawyers than human residents. In either case, claim-jumpers were as hard to get rid of as fleas, and Mr. and Mrs. Giffen would soon have one hell of a homecoming. If the jumper offered to sell, it would be at a price Andy could never afford. If he took the matter to court in Wamego, the lawyers would bleed him white. If he got fighting mad, he might face a gun. No two ways about it, his friends agreed, come spring, before Andy returned, the varmint would have to hightail it or have his hide nailed to a wall. It was spring now, or looked to be, and time to get down to business. Andy would have done as much for them.

			So they rode on through the snow and darkening day, Linens, Cox, and Polhemus, until they spotted smoke rising out of Andy’s stovepipe. Then they rode to the north of it a few rods and down into the ravine. They passed Andy’s stable, and there was nothing in it but the rear end of an ugly horse. They reined up about thirty feet in front of the dugout door. Charley Linens slipped his rifle from its scabbard and balanced it across the pommel of his saddle, in plain sight, and the other two did likewise.

			“Hullo in there!” called Charley.

			Taking his sweet time, a man opened the door and stepped out and stood facing them. They noticed two things. He wore no coat, just trousers and the top of his long johns, which meant he was keeping himself mighty comfortable burning Andy’s wood. And sticking out of his belt was the handle of a big repeater.

			“Your name Briggs?” Charley inquired.

			“Might be.”

			“Moore?” asked John Cox.

			“Might be.”

			He was a cool customer. In his jaw he had a chew, and he let it rest.

			“Now you know,” said Charley, “this here is Andy Giffen’s place. He’s a friend of ours. He’s gone back east to get him a wife, but he’ll be back any day now. What d’you propose to do about that?”

			“I propose to stay.”

			This riled Martin Polhemus. He was a poor man. To keep his feet from freezing through the holes in his boots, he wound them with strips of meal sack. “Shit,” snapped Martin Polhemus. “You’re a damn jumper.”

			“Where’s his papers?” Briggs asked.

			“Where’s yours?” countered John Cox.

			“Possession nine points of the law,” said Briggs.

			This shut them up for a minute. The jumper looked them over and spat some juice.

			“Where’s his team?” inquired Charley Linens.

			“Sold ’em.”

			“Where’s his cow?” Cox asked. John Cox was the most peaceable of the three. “Andy had a right good cow.”

			“Ate it.”

			“You sonvabitch,” said Martin Polhemus, and laid a hand on the stock of his rifle.

			Briggs did a sudden, peculiar thing. He had a snake for a right arm, and he snaked that pistol out of his belt and raised arm and fired straight up in the air. The report ricocheted between the banks of the ravine like whipcracks. Briggs put away the repeater. The three visitors sat their horses like stone men. They figured the gun was a Navy Colt’s.

			After a time Charley Linens said, “All right you listen, Mister. We aim to have your thievin’ ass off this place before Andy shows up. We’ll do it however we have to. So our advice is, hop to it.”

			Briggs or Moore or whoever he was took a long steady look at Charley, then the others. Then he unbuttoned his trousers, took out his pecker, and pissed in the snow. It steamed. Then he buttoned up, turned his back on them, and stepped into the dugout and shut the door as though it was time for supper.

			•   •   •

He saw Mary Bee Cuddy from a mile away, a dot of black on white near her house. Riding, he reflected. He had heard from neighbors that she often stood so when the weather was clement, staring out over the spaces in hopes of seeing—what? A buffalo? A rider? A wagon train? Or a miracle, a tree growing, just one tree to remind her of home? He wondered if there was a way to measure loneliness.

			When he came within half a mile he waved and she waved back, and both were reassured. They had neither seen nor heard of each other for two months, since the January thaw. The minister knew Mary Bee Cuddy almost as well, perhaps, as did the Lord. Three years ago she had journeyed alone by train and steamboat and stagecoach from upper York State to take a school south of   Wamego. She taught a year, then resigned abruptly and bought this claim from a new widow who was going back east because her husband had been caught unarmed in a field and killed and mutilated by Pawnees. Mary Bee had evidently come into some money. She paid six hundred dollars cash for the claim and hired men to build her a new sod house and stable and even an outhouse of sod, the marvel of the neighborhood because no wind could blow it down. Several other old maids in his congregations were trying to prove claims up by themselves, but none made a go of it as successfully as Mary Bee. She taught herself how to hang on to a horse and use a rifle like a dragoon. She could cook and sew and keep house and track of her neighbors from the start, but she soon learned how to plow, plant, cut, bind, shock, and get her grain to a grist mill, and to know when her stock needed doctoring. She set a fine table and her door and heart were always open. It was she who raised enough cain to help him get a church-school constructed, and gave a hundred dollars to the cause. It was her gifts of food, Dowd knew for a fact, which had seen the Belknaps, her nearest neighbors, through a good part of the winter. She rode her own generous circuit, cheering the dejected, nursing the sick, and playing auntie to the little ones. Oh, she was a pillar. She was educated, she appreciated the finer things, she was gritty as all get-out. In his opinion, Mary Bee Cuddy was an altogether admirable human being. He wondered if there was a way to measure character.

			Notwithstanding, he worried as his nag whuffled up the rise toward her. She had to be on the shady side of thirty by now. He had hoped, as everyone had, that she and Andy Giffen might make a match, but Andy had gone back east for a wife. In good weather a lone lady might be busy, visit and be visited, but how had she survived a winter like this, eating solitary food, talking to knife and fork, going to bed at night with the wind? If others fell by the wayside, dear women and strong, loved by men, how had she, single and unloved, kept her sanity? He wished he bore her glad tidings now, but he had none. He wondered how to tell her about Theoline Belknap.

			Dowd reached her. He dropped reins, hopped out of his saddle, she came to him, and they clasped hands, both hands. Hers were bigger than his, and she was much taller than he.

			“Spring!” she said.

			“Spring!” said Alfred Dowd.

			They grinned at each other while a wind blew over them, a warm wind. She let go and took his reins and asked him to guess what they’d be having for dinner, he couldn’t, and she said antelope. Yesterday afternoon she’d spotted one below the house being chased by wolves. Running for her rifle, she shot the lead wolf, which was closing in, and dropped the buck with a clean shoulder shot at three hundred yards—some shooting, eh? She dragged it in, dressed it out, and they’d have antelope steak for their main course, she’d started dinner as soon as she saw him coming. Did he approve?

			Dowd smiled approval, then put on a serious face. “I have bad news. Do you want it now or later?”

			“Now.”

			He told her about Theoline Belknap. In the telling she turned away from him, slowly.

			“Dear God,” she said.

			“Yes.”

			“Was it a boy or a girl?”

			“A girl.”

			“How is Vester taking it?”

			“As you’d expect. He blames Theoline.”

			“As you’d expect. Why, oh, why didn’t he send the girls to me?”

			“He claims he can’t be alone with her.”

			Mary Bee stood a moment more, then led his horse toward her stable. “You have a wash,” she said, “and go on in. I’ll be along.” She wanted to be by herself.

			Dowd brought basin, soap, and a towel outside the house, washed, emptied the basin, went inside, inspected the antelope frying, had a sniff, and a second sniff, then removed his coat and sat down at the table. Mary Bee came in and set the table and worked at the big Premium stove, and words passed between them only once.

			“Guess what I’m ordering,” she said.

			“I couldn’t.”

			“A melodeon.”

			He knew she loved music. “You aren’t.”

			“Yup. I don’t trust freighting a piano, so as soon as I can get into Loup I’ll order a Mason & Hamlin.” She spoke almost defiantly. “Back home I used to play the piano by the hour. I can’t live without real music much longer.”

			“You’ll have the first melodeon in the Territory,” said the minister.

			Waiting, hungry, he admired her home again. For the time and place it was grand. The floor was laid of cottonwood planks, and on it were several rag rugs. Her sod walls were plastered and whitewashed, which thwarted the bedbugs. She had real chairs, including a Boston rocker, and a table and a chest of drawers over which were hung two tintypes, framed, one of her father, he assumed, a glum, bearded man, and one of her sister Dorothy perhaps. On another wall was a large, colorful print of what appeared to be Niagara Falls. Her bedroom, which he had never seen, was in back, divided by an interior wall from this room, and he had heard she slept on a feather bed. From this living-dining-room-kitchen a carpentered ladder ran up to a loft, used for storage but also as a spare bedroom for guests. Everything was neat as a pin.

			Then she served them a feast—antelope steaks, fried potatoes, corn bread and molasses, dried-apple pie, and Arbuckle’s Ariosa coffee, which his wife had informed him went for thirty-five cents the pound. When she sat down, he bowed his head. Mary Bee bowed hers.

			“Lord,” he improvised, “bless this lady and her table. Let me dine here as long as I’m able. Amen.”

			When he looked up his eyes twinkled, and she thanked him with the stoutest smile she could muster. They ate and talked about the weather and winter and neighbors and lack of mail and spring and coming summer, but no matter their effort to be cheery, to enjoy the meal and each other and their privacy, Theoline Belknap ate with them, and there were silences.

			“She’s not the worst of it,” said Dowd after one such.

			“No?”

			“No. There are two others. One up north of Loup named Petzke, and one west named Svendsen. Both in the same sad state. I don’t know the circumstances yet.”

			A silence.

			“Then there are four,” said Mary Bee.

			“Four?”

			“The last thaw, Harriet Linens came by and told me. There’s a family near them named Sours, both of them very young, with small children. The wife, just a girl, has lost her mind. How and why, Harriet didn’t know. She said it was pitiful, though.”

			Licking molasses from his lips, the minister thought. “Sours. Sours. I know them. They’re in one of my congregations.” He sighed. “Four. What a shame. We’ll have to have a homesman.”

			“What’s that?”

			He put down his cutlery. “That’s what I call him.” Last year, Dowd said, there were three demented women, wives, on his circuit, and by spring something had to be done with them. Two were actually dangerous, homicidal, and the other one kept running away. “Well, I got the three husbands together—they’re responsible, after all—and had them draw lots. The one who lost was the homesman. The other two chipped in and supplied the rig and team and supplies—the entire matter kept as secret as possible. The homesman gathered the three women and took them back across the river to Hebron, Iowa. Last year the man who lost turned out to be a fine fellow named McAllister, a good Christian. He had them in Hebron in five weeks, and without much difficulty as I recall.” In Hebron, the minister continued, the Ladies Aid Society of the Methodist Church was run by a sterling woman named Altha Carter, wife of the Reverend Carter there. She had raised funds by appeals to congregations back east, and when the unfortunate women arrived with McAllister, they were passed into the care of three volunteer members of the Society, who in turn escorted them by railroad eastward, home, which was wherever they had family or close relatives. He paused, and pulled his dried-apple pie closer. “I presume they do something like this other places out here. It’s not much of a system, I admit, but show me an alternative.”

			Mary Bee had listened. “Three, last year. I never heard a word of it.”

			“Things like that aren’t talked about. They’re just done.”

			She brought the pot from the stove and refilled their cups. “Bless you,” she said.

			“Bosh. Necessity the mother of invention, you know. Oh, I suppose someday we’ll have all the trappings of civilization, insane asylums and so on. But we’ve been a Territory less than a year, and building an asylum is one of the last things a legislature gets around to. For now, this is the best we can do. I must say, though, it asks a lot of one man.”

			“Eat your pie.”

			He was glad to, and soon applauded the banquet by sitting back in his chair and groaning. “Best dinner I’ve had in a month of Sundays. Bless you.”

			“I dine like this every day.”

			Neither smiled. They sat through another silence looking at each other. Each surprised the other. His hair was a bright, startling red, and salted. She had a woman’s eyes, but her big, square face was based on a man’s square jaw.

			“Where will you head now?” she asked.

			“I’d better go see Sours, the poor boy.”

			“I’ll go over to the Belknaps in the morning. I’ll take a hindquarter of the antelope.”

			Dowd thought. “Tell Vester to be at Kettle Church a week from today. In the afternoon. We’ll hold the drawing then. I’ll tell young Sours today, and I’ll see that Petzke and Svendsen know.  A week from today.”

			“Vester won’t do it.”

			“He must.”

			“If he loses the drawing, he won’t,” said Mary Bee. “He’s lazy. He’s ignorant. He’s a whiner. Theoline’s the one. She’s been his backbone.”

			The minister frowned, pushed back his chair, rose, and began to wrestle into his coat. “He must. He’s responsible for her, just like the others. I could say several things about him myself, but I will not be uncharitable. The Lord wouldn’t like it.” He tied his coat closed with twine. “Do what you can with him tomorrow,” he appealed. “I’ll appreciate it.”  Winding his muffler, this day around his neck, he stepped to the door. “I’ll go get my gallant steed.”

			After a minute or two, Mary Bee put on her coat and went out into the warm wind. Dowd was just leading his nag from the stable. “I’m full as a tick,” he said. “I doubt Rocinante will carry me.”

			They smiled, and once again clasped hands. “I’m so glad to find you hale and hearty,” he said.

			“And I you,” she said. “My love to Mrs. Dowd, if you please.”

			“Surely. I’m sorry to bring such sad news. If you please, don’t dwell on it.”

			“How can I not?”

			“Because it happens out here. It just happens. Every winter. Last year three, this year four. I’m surprised there aren’t more, conditions being what they are. I don’t know how any of the women bear it.” He took up the reins and hopped aboard and looked down at her soberly. “I don’t know how you do it, my dear.  Honestly.  Living alone, I mean.”

			“I can do anything,” she said.

			“I believe you,” he said. “Well, let us lift up our hearts. A melodeon. Spring,” he reminded.

			“Yes, spring.”

			Alfred Dowd rode away in the direction opposite his coming. After half a mile he stopped and turned in his saddle to see if Mary Bee Cuddy was watching him go. She was. She waved, and he did. His wave was a salute.

			•   •   •

She saddled Dorothy, her trusty mare, the next morning and rode the two miles to the Belknaps, the antelope haunch, wrapped in sacking, tied on behind her cantle. Vester came out to meet her. She gave him the meat and advised him to hang it high in his stable or the wolves would have it. Then she said she’d just heard yesterday, from Reverend Dowd, about Theoline, and wanted him to know how shocked she was, and how terribly sorry. Vester said so was he. She inquired as to Theoline’s condition, and he said the same, crazy. He still had to hand-feed her and carry her to the outhouse and mind the girls and do the cooking and whatnot until he was tuckered most of the time. Mary Bee dismounted. What in the world had caused it? Vester shifted the haunch to a shoulder and said he had no idea, but he’d been troubled about Line as far back as last fall. She complained about the weather and losing their crops. She talked little and ate less. And she got the notion God was angry with them, so the baby coming would be crippled or have a harelip or something bad. Oh, and she had headaches and was cranky. Mary Bee shook her head and started for the door of the house. Vester said no, she wasn’t to go in, he didn’t want anyone gawping at his wife in such a state. Mary Bee swung round, vexed, and said she was the dearest friend Theoline had, and she would see her no matter what. Vester cursed. She told him to hush up and take care of that meat, and opened the door and went in.

			The three girls, Junia, Aggie, and Vernelle, were waiting. They leaped at her like little animals full of fear, hugging her waist so hard they almost threw her into the stove; and they were crying, and it was all she could do to keep from crying with them. She wouldn’t allow herself to look yet at the bed. After a time, taking their shoulders, she told them to go into the back room, she wanted to talk with their mother, now, please, girls, go, and snuffling, they obeyed. They were good girls.

			Mary Bee looked round. The place was a shambles. Then she went to the bed.

			Theoline Belknap lay on her back. Her eyes were fixed on a corner of the roof. Her hair was a rat’s nest. Her wampus was food-stained. Her feet were bare and filthy. Each of her wrists was tied by a picket rope to an upper bedpost. Mary Bee untied the near rope, then leaned over her and untied the far. She sat down on the side of the bed and rubbed both wrists, raw and swollen.

			“Theoline,” she said, “this is Mary Bee.”

			“Undo,” responded Theoline.

			“Undo your arms? I have, dear.”

			“Undo, undo.”

			“Do you know me, Theoline?”

			“Undo, undo, undo, undo.”

			Mary Bee bent and turned the woman’s face toward her. Theoline’s eyes remained fixed on the roof.

			“Line, dear, I’m Mary Bee, your friend.”

			“Tha.”

			“Don’t you know me?”

			“Tha,” Theoline said. “Tha, tha, tha, tha, tha, tha, tha, tha, tha.”

			Mary Bee looked away and sat a spell. Inside, she went void. At length something flared in the void like the strike of a match in pitch-dark. It was anger.

			She rose, pulled the hung quilt aside, and went behind it to the girls. She knelt. She opened wide her arms and swept the sisters into them, close. There were still some sniffles. “Now listen, girls,” she said. “Your mother’s very sick, but she loves you just the same, as she always has. You must love her, too, and help her as much as you can. Here are some things you can do for her. I’ve untied her arms. I want you to undress her, heat some water, and give her a nice bath, with soap, face to feet.”

			“Right on the bed?” Junia asked.

			“Right on the bed. Wash and dry her hair, too, then brush and comb it. Then find clean clothes for her, and underwear—they’re probably in her trunk—and dress her again. And while you’re doing this, smile at her and say kind things. Do you know a little song you can sing?”

			“We know ‘Away in the Manger,’ ” offered Vernelle.

			“That would be fine,” said Mary Bee. “And when you’ve finished all that, do some chores for your father, too. You are now the ladies of the house. Sweep it out. Wash the dirty dishes. Take the bedding outdoors and air it. Show him how grown-up you are. Will you do that? For him? For me?”

			They nodded, gravely, awed perhaps by the number of their assignments.

			“Good,” she said. “And remember—love your dear mother.” She let go of them and stood. “Now, you get busy as bees. Give me your foreheads.”

			They raised their faces. She kissed each one on the forehead, then left them. Passing through the front room, she couldn’t bear to look again at Theoline. Outside, Vester had hung the meat and stabled her horse and was returning. Mary Bee noticed she had clenched her fists. It was anger again, flaring higher in the void. It must have found kindling. She must damp it down before it reached her heart.

			“I’ve untied her.”

			Vester scowled. It had irked him to stable her horse. He had not thanked her for the antelope. “Who said to? No tellin’ what she’ll do.”

			“I assure you she’s harmless. Besides, you may not have her much longer.”

			“How’s that?”

			“That’s one reason why I’m here. I have a message for you from Reverend Dowd.” She opened her fists into hands and began to explain the necessity for a homesman, but Vester soon interrupted her. He knew all that, Dowd had told him. Very well, she said, the drawing would be held at the church next Tuesday, in the afternoon, and he should be there, the other three husbands would be. Vester asked what drawing. Why, to decide which one of the four would take the four wives back east, across the Missouri, to Hebron, Iowa, whence they’d be escorted home. Whoever lost the drawing would take them back, the other three husbands would supply wagon, team, and supplies. That was the way it was done last year, when three women had lost their minds over the winter, and Reverend Dowd proposed to try it again this. Vester stared at her, then stated flatly he wouldn’t do no such a thing. Christamighty, he knew Petzke and Svendsen—the one was a damn Dutchman and the other a Norskie—Sours he’d never heard of—and he wasn’t hauling their women anywhere. She could tell Dowd to find another fool. Mary Bee said he must be there for the drawing. He was as responsible for his wife’s welfare as the others were for theirs. Vester said he wouldn’t, and nobody could make him, this was a free country. “Then what will you do with Theoline?” asked Mary Bee.

			That stumped him.

			She started for the stable. It was a tiny triumph, but the anger burned in her unabated. In the stable she glanced at a swelling on the flank of the ox next to her mare, which had to be warbles, which needed coal oil. When she led the mare out Vester had followed, whining. He swore he wanted to do what was best for Line, but what if he went to the drawing and lost? Heading east with a load of women, being gone for weeks, who’d see to his stock and his girls? Mary Bee said she would. Well, what if he wasn’t picked? He was so hard up he couldn’t chip in a sack of meal or a red cent for the trip. Why, he’d just been into Loup last thaw and taken out a chattel mortgage, and he had to get a crop in this spring or lose everything. If he had any more bad luck, he whined, come summer he’d quit and pack up his girls and goods and head back for Kentucky, where a feller had a chance. Couldn’t she get it through her head how he was whipsawed? If he was picked in the drawing he wouldn’t go, and if he wasn’t, to his shame he couldn’t ante up a thing—either way he come out behind. Just what in holy hell was he s’pose t’do?

			She heard young voices singing in the house, singing “Away in the Manger.”  What she’d have liked to say was oh, Vester, all we have brought out here to this wilderness is our lives and a little seed of civilization. We have planted that seed. Unless we tend it, it will die, and if it dies, we are no better than brutes. Taking these poor women home is civilized.

			Instead, she said, “Go.”

			“I won’t.”

			“Tuesday,” she said.

			Now he was angry. He hadn’t budged her.

			“I won’t.”

			“Then I’ll go in your place,” she said. “I’ll draw for you. If I win, I’ll provide what you can’t afford. If I lose, you’ll start east with your wife and the other three. You have to.”

			“Damn if I will!”

			“They’ll make you.”

			“I’ve got a long rifle!”

			Mary Bee mounted up, reins in one fist. “In the meantime, love her.”

			“Love ’er! After what she’s done t’me? I give ’er no cause t’go crazy!”

			“You gave her another baby.”

			“The Lord’s will!”

			Now her anger blazed, and Mary Bee Cuddy felt the heat of it in her heart. “It wasn’t the Lord bedded her!” she cried. Her look after that was like a cut of the reins. “Vester,” she said, “you are a damned poor specimen of a man.” And she nudged Dorothy with a knee and rode off.

			Vester Belknap cupped both hands around his mouth and hollered. “I am, hey? Leastwise I don’t dress up like a woman!”

			•   •   •

This day it turned cold again and spit small, sparse flakes as though it disremembered how to snow.

			This time Charley Linens and John Cox and Martin Polhemus picked up Henry Caudill on the way. Henry was a good man with a gun. When he joined them he had a package wrapped tight in white paper. They asked what that was. He said sulphur. They asked what it was for. Henry said for just in case. The four rode south and west toward the Kettle River until they came to Andy Giffen’s stovepipe and a curl of smoke rising from it, then down into the ravine, keeping well upside of the stovepipe. Here they tied horses to a runt tree, and slipping rifles, sneaked down the ravine into a thick tangle of gooseberry bushes that faced Andy’s dugout from maybe sixty yards off. When they figured they had enough cover of the bushes, they readied rifles and let Charley Linens take the lead. He shouted.

			“Moore!”

			The door and window of the dugout were closed.

			“Briggs!”

			He was talking to himself.

			“Hey, you, jumper!”

			That did it. As they watched, the door opened a crack and the window a crack.

			“This here’s the same bunch was here the other day!” Charley shouted. “Andy Giffen’s friends! Andy’s due any day now, and we want you off this claim! We got four guns to your one, so you be smart about it. Come on out with your hands up and we’ll see you on your way, much obliged, no harm done! Come on now!”

			They waited a minute, two.

			“Shit,” said Martin Polhemus.

			He raised up on his knees, poked rifle barrel through the bushes, set stock to shoulder, and fired at the dugout door. Then the rest did the same, some firing at the door, some at the window. It sounded like a battle. The ugly horse in the stable took fright or fury at the gunfire and started snorting and screaming like a woman in labor. But they had bitten off more than they could chew. Briggs or whatsisname was as rapid with a rifle as he was with a handgun. He jumped from door to window and back again and that barrel would snake out an inch or two and he’d fire and snake back and they never thought a man could be so accurate aiming and firing so fast. His bullets clipped branches close to their faces. They went by like a hot breath. John Cox got a twig in the eye and said “Ow!” and stopped firing. So did the others.

			They sat back on their buttocks in the snow. They were scared. They knew what they had to do, but how the hell to do it was the question.

			“Goddam him,” said Martin Polhemus. He was breathing hard and sweating.

			“Boys, listen,” said Henry Caudill, who was a soft-spoken man. “We’ve got us a mossback here. We can’t shoot him out. He’s got sod and wood between us. So why not smoke him out? That’s why I brung that pound of sulphur.”

			He told them to let loose again. While they did, he’d run up the ravine, get his sulphur, climb on out, and drop it down Andy’s stovepipe. They looked doubtful. Henry said give it a try. He said back where he came from, mountains down in Missouri, that’s how they got a bear out of a hole, smoked him out. Then when he came out bellering and half-blind, they’d kill him easy as falling off a log.

			“Why not?” said John Cox, rubbing his twig eye. “I’m cold and hungry and it’s a long ways to supper.”

			“I don’t want any of us shot,” said Charley Linens.

			“Him neither,” said a grim Martin Polhemus. “I want that sonvabitch strung from a tree.”

			So they gave it a try. Three of them blasted away at the dugout again while Henry Caudill peeled off up the ravine. Then they hunkered down in the gooseberry bushes and waited and watched the dugout and could see nary sign of movement. The afternoon began to die on them. It grew dark sooner in the ravine than up on the flatland. Then, suddenly, the dugout door swung wide open and the window, too, and thick yellow smoke billowed out from both and they expected to see Briggs come out coughing and half-blind. But he did not. The dugout disappeared completely in a yellow cloud. Martin Polhemus hitched up and fired off a couple rounds into the cloud, and to their disbelief, a couple more banged right back out of the cloud and sliced the bushes close by.

			That made Martin Polhemus so mad he rose up and took a chance. “You et enough smoke yet, Briggs?” he hollered. “You had enough?”

			The jumper hollered right back. “You damn dumb sodbusters! Go on home!”

			Martin sank down and swore a blue streak.

			Henry Caudill slipped back from on top and they bunched up and looked at him, squatting.

			“You still want him out of here?” he asked.

			They did.

			“All right,” said Henry. “We can’t shoot him out or smoke him out. You come by my place next week and pick me up. I’ll have Thor Svendsen with me. Strong as an ox. But he’s maybe got some gunpowder.”

			“Gunpowder?” they all said.

			“Why not? That’s the sure way. We’ll blow him out like a stump.”

			“I’ll bring the rope,” added Martin Polhemus.

			“Rope?”

			“He ain’t blown dead, I want him down by the river. At the end of a rope. Dancin’ a jig.”

			•   •   •

 If the reference was to religion, it was called “Kettle Church”; if to education, “Kettle School.” It served both purposes. A building bee enlisting every man and boy in the neighborhood had erected it in a single day on a rise not far from the river. Logs for walls were hauled from the river bottom, chinked with blocks, and pointed up with clay. The roof was made of sod and branches. Mary Bee Cuddy’s hundred dollars bought the niceties: a door, two window frames and glass, a stove, a carpentered pulpit for the preacher, a dozen slates and sheepskin erasers, and a grab bag of books. Every second Sabbath, winter permitting, and this one had not, Reverend Dowd held services of a sort he called, with a twinkle in the eye, “non-denominational Methodist.” But the wider function of the building was instructional. School was divided into three terms of eight weeks, fall, winter, and spring, although this year the winter term had been canceled for reasons of weather and love. The children could not come for cold and snow. Teacher could not come because she had married at Christmas. She was Miss Clara Marsh, late of Vermont and early to the plains. Rather than the result of love, however, marriage for her was probably the lesser of two evils. This was a subscription school. Her fee was a dollar a child per term, plus her keep, and with seventeen scholars signed up, she should have had, by the end of the fall term, seventeen dollars. She did not. She had ten dollars in hand and seven in hope. Worse, she had spent the term boarding and rooming with the parents of her pupils, moving from sod house to dugout, sleeping three to a bed with wiggly youngsters, subsisting on a diet composed in the main of cornmeal mush, corn samp, corn cake, corn dodgers, and corn bread, which had undermined her constitution. Marriage, therefore, even to a balding widower who needed a workhorse wife, might have seemed to Clara Marsh a sensible alternative to poverty and broken health. She was asked. She said yes. There was no winter term at Kettle School.

			Mary Bee was the first to arrive.

			She stood for a spell, deciding not to start a fire in the stove even though there was ample wood in the box. What had to be done would take only a little while. A long, broad board was slotted on pegs inserted in the logs on two sides of the room. On this crude desk, books and slates and erasers were neatly stacked. The benches, for classes and congregations, were hewn logs with pegs driven in for legs. Near the stove was a wooden water bucket and a rusty dipper. She seated herself on a bench in front of the movable pulpit.

			Garn Sours entered.

			He stared at her in surprise, managed to nod, then sat on a bench near the door, his back to her, bent over, studying the dirt floor, a picture of misery. He was twenty-one or -two at most. Her heart sank. That he could lead four women unsound of mind, his own wife included, several hundred miles over trackless prairie, feed them and care for them and bring them safely to haven, was inconceivable.

			Again she surveyed the room. It occurred to her to envy Miss Clara Marsh. Both of them had come west full of faith, beans, and foreboding, but Marsh had been the luckier. Her school had every amenity compared to the one south of Wamego over which she, Cuddy, had presided for a year. No desk, no slates, few books, a stubborn stove, and a pinch-penny board that failed, every term end, to pay her the full dollar a day it had promised. That school had come equipped, in addition, with two oafish louts of sixteen who tyrannized the younger children and would have made pedagogy impossible had she not one day, at one stroke, shown them what stuff she was made of. A band of Pawnees camped in the vicinity. She carried a rifle to school every day. While the autumn was still warm, a rattler four feet long found its way into the room. Calmly, scared half to death, she took charge. Herding the hysterical children away from the snake, she seized her weapon, tossed a book near the reptile to make it coil and rear to strike, aimed, and with a single bullet shot off its head. At once she earned the louts’ respect and saved the term. Yet playing heroine did not endear the profession to her. She, too, like Marsh, ate more corn than was fit for cattle. She, too, like Marsh, lay sleepless in ticky beds with grubby, bad-dream bedfellows. But unlike Marsh, no balding knight-at-arms appeared to save the maiden in distress. Instead, in the spring, money had come in the mail—two whole whopping thousand dollars of it—and she was free. The last day of school she wrote a note to the school board and told it, politely, to go suck an egg.

			Otto Petzke and Thor Svendsen came in together.

			They gaped at her, then nodded recognition, said “Miss Cuddy,” retired to a bench far from her and from young Sours, whom they ignored, and began to wonder together what in tarnation a woman was doing there.

			To pass the time she rose and examined the books stacked along the desk. There were Clark’s grammars, Webster’s spellers, Ray’s Mental Arithmetic, McNally’s geographies, and McGuffey’s and Hilliard’s readers, but not really enough of any one title. There were also a few hymnbooks.

			In walked Alfred Dowd.

			He, too, stared at her, spoke to the three men, then strode directly to her. He kept his voice low. “What are you doing here?”

			“Vester couldn’t come.”

			“Wouldn’t, you mean.”

			“I’ll draw for him.”

			He frowned. He took off his hat and laid it on the pulpit. “I don’t like this,” he said to her. “It isn’t right.”

			“It can’t be helped.”

			He addressed the others. “Otto, Thor, Garn, come here to me, please.” They came forward, clumsy in heavy coats and boots, and seated themselves on the bench behind Mary Bee’s. The minister was still frowning. “Miss Cuddy is here today in Vester Belknap’s place. He was unable to be with us, I don’t know why, but I don’t see that it will make any difference.”

			He opened his mouth to speak again, then stopped. This he repeated. Then he began to unwind his muffler, being very slow about it. Mary Bee understood that her friend simply did not know what to say. The gravity of the moment undid him. She looked at the two older men and the one young. How they did not want to be here. How they did not want to do what one of them must. She perceived in their faces a queer mix of resignation and apprehension. The latter—dread on the part of each that he might be the one chosen by chance—she could almost smell, along with a congregation of other odors cooped up in the small room: of chalk and animals, urine and smoke, paper and manhood. Suddenly a wind came up outside, a minor wind. It made a sound like that of a woman crying, or a man whining.

			By the time Alfred Dowd had removed his muffler and hung it on the pulpit, he had found his words. “Well,” he said. “Well. This is a painful occasion. I am your pastor, and I grieve for you. Four fine women. Wives and mothers. Asked to give beyond their power to give. I hope you understand that dementia is not uncommon out here, and certainly nothing to be ashamed of. I assure you the Lord God is with you in your sorrow. And will be henceforth, when you must be both father and mother to your children. All four families have been stricken—I include Vester’s.” He stopped. He was going round and round the barn and knew it. He cleared his throat. “I’ve spoken to all of you about the system. We draw lots. One of you will escort the women east, to Iowa. The other three must provide the conveyance, the team, and the supplies. It’s a method that succeeded last year, and I have no doubt will this. Now.” He dug in a pocket, picked up his hat, and dropped something in it. “I’ve put four kernels of corn in here. Three are yellow, one is black. Whoever draws the black goes east. Now I’ll shake them up.” He held the hat by its brim, revolved it, then held it out high. “Shall we defer to the lady? Miss Cuddy, will you draw first?”

			“No, thank you,” she said. “Vester isn’t here. I think he should draw last. I’ll defer to Mr. Sours.”

			“Oh,” said Dowd. “All right. Garn, will you draw?

			The youth rose, stepped over the first bench, almost tripping himself, reached high into the hat, and sat down with a groan, holding up a yellow kernel for all to see.

			“Otto?” Dowd invited, moving toward him.

			Otto Petzke hesitated. He had an Old Country habit of resting his right hand against his neck under his brown beard. He took it out now, stood, reached, and fumbled in the hat, then opened his hand. “Lieber Gott,” he murmured, thrust a yellow kernel at the others, and sat down again, heavily.

			“Thor?” said the minister.

			Thor Svendsen looked at Mary Bee, then loomed to his feet, shoved a big hand into the hat, and withdrew it, closed. He brought the hand to his chest before opening it, then rumbled with relief, extending the hand like a platter, palm up, to show the yellow kernel.

			All looked at Mary Bee.

			“He won’t go,” she said.

			“He will,” said Dowd.

			“He told me he won’t.”

			“If he loves God he will.”

			“He’s got to!” cried Garn Sours.

			Mary Bee stood. “I told him you’d make him. He said if you try, he has a long rifle.”

			“He must,” repeated Dowd. “Or the whole system breaks down.”

			Otto Petzke jumped up and raised a fist. “He will so do it! I will thrash him!”

			“We also have rifles,” threatened Thor Svendsen. “Three of them! We make him all right!”

			“Oh, my, my,” Dowd despaired. “We can’t have bloodshed. I never expected—”

			“I’ll go,” said Mary Bee.

			Had it not been for the wind outside, the silence would have been absolute.

			“You can’t,” said the minister.

			“Yes, I can,” she said. “It makes sense. Vester can see to my stock.”

			“A woman,” muttered Thor Svendsen.

			“I can ride as well as you. And handle a team. And shoot,” she said to them. “And I can cook. And I can care for the women better than you.”

			They looked at each other. Alfred Dowd stepped behind the pulpit and leaned forearms on it. He seemed more shocked and bewildered than they. “We simply cannot allow this,” he said.

			“Would you trust him with them?” she asked.

			“Vester is just as responsible for—”

			“Would you really?”

			This was inarguable. He looked away.

			“She’s right!” cried Garn Sours. “Miss Cuddy, this is just mighty white of you!”

			Her legs were sapped of their strength then, and she sat down on her bench.

			“When would you go?” asked the minister.

			“As soon as I can. We’ll have better weather now. A week, ten days. So I can be back in time to get in a crop.”

			“Miss Cuddy, you are a fine lady,” said Otto Petzke, almost bowing to her.

			“That is right,” agreed Thor Svendsen. “You tell us what you need, we will get it.” Still nodding agreement he stooped to her, suddenly, cupped a hand to her ear, and whispered, “But you watch out for my Gro! Do not put your back to her! She will kill you!”

			Trying to absorb that, she heard herself insisting on a well-built rig of some kind, covered, and a good team, maybe a pair of geldings, which wouldn’t give out on her, plenty of provisions, and a grub box with utensils. She heard their assurances. Dowd read aloud to her a name and address on a piece of paper, which he gave to her: “Altha Carter, wife of Reverend Jonas Carter, Ladies Aid Society, Methodist Church, Hebron, Iowa.” She put it in a pocket. He said he would send off a letter to Altha Carter right away, saying she was coming with four passengers. She listened while he instructed the three husbands to prepare papers for their wives, the names and addresses of close relatives to whom the women might be entrusted back east. Mary Bee, he said, would carry them with her for Altha Carter. He advised them to dress their wives warmly and simply for the trip, nothing fancy, and she heard herself adding that they should send blankets and pack in a sack a few toilet articles such as comb and brush and soap, also a handtowel or two and a change of underclothing. Dowd snapped fingers. What was to be done about Vester Belknap? Mary Bee said she’d let him know what had been decided. Very well, then, he said to the men. He hoped they had heeded because he might not see them again before Miss Cuddy came by to pick up their wives. He asked her again how long, and she replied she’d prefer to start in a week. One last thing, the minister said. The less said about the journey and this whole tragic episode the better—for their own sakes and that of the other women in the neighborhood.
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