

        

            [image: cover]

        


    

 



 



ON SARPY CREEK


 



BY IRA STEPHENS NELSON


 



 



Smashwords Edition


 



E-Book ISBN: 978-1-60639-046-7


 



Copyright © 1938 by Ira Stephens Nelson


 



Co-published by Riverbend Publishing and Bedrock

Editions, Helena, Montana


 



All rights reserved.


 



This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment

only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.

If you would like to share this book with another person, please

purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading

this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your

use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your

own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author and

publisher.


 



This book is available in a printed edition.


 



Cover painting: “Moon over Willow Creek” by Dale

Livezey (oil on canvas).


Cover design by Patricia Borneman


 



Riverbend Publishing


P.O. Box 5833


Helena, MT 59604


1-866-787-2363


www.riverbendpublishing.com




CHAPTER 1


 



In the second year of the drought, Herman

Leidermen set out to call his neighbors together that they might

pray for rain.


One day in June he drove across the little

valley, over the bridge of Sarpy Creek’s feeble waters, and into

the hills beyond. Already the early summer heat was parching the

earth. Wheat fields beside the road drooped in great patches of

yellow. The grass was gray. The sun pouring down its heat from a

sky of cloudless blue, day after day, week after week, and the

gentle hot winds caressing across the mountains, the open range and

the barbed-wire-fenced farms . . . it was all leaving desolation.

Even the wild roses that clustered in low places would not hold

their petals.


At the top of the hills he let the horses

stop for a breathing space. He was driving old Rone and Tobey; and

Tobey was always mindful of the habit of years and never failed to

pause hopefully of his own accord at the summit of each little

knoll. He knew his master was indulgent and as fully aware as he

himself of the silent understanding between them.


From here, Herman could see for miles in all

directions. Either way, the horizon was always tipped with

mountains. But Herman looked only down the dusty road that curved

in and out among the dry farms, past the homes of the people he

loved. He thought: “If it would only rain.”


He drove deeper among the hills, stopping at

the crude homes scattered over the lonely land, telling them the

prayer meeting would be a week from this day, on Thursday; and the

minister would plead with God for rain. Some of the farmers he

found in the fields and they looked at him with dubious expression;

plainly their eyes were a little awed and questioning of a power

they neither doubted nor believed, that they had looked at from

afar but never tested.


In the cool of the evening, Case Gyler and

his young wife Sareeny made camp under a cluster of cottonwoods,

forty miles up Sarpy Creek.


Case was powerful worried.


He wished, with a strong wish that made him

desperate, that he had waited until after Sareeny’s baby was born,

and then made this journey. But they had both believed they would

surely have time to reach her folks’ old home on Sarpy, and Sareeny

had wanted her Ma to be with her when this first one came. They had

not counted on the baby’s being due for a week yet. Because this

was their first, they had failed to accept or understand certain

signs that warn a woman when her time draws near. Poor little

Sareeny was not to blame, young as she was. Case felt that Sareeny

had been an unknowing little woman when she had married him a year

ago, and she was an unknowing little woman now.


All day long, sitting beside him on the

jolting wagon seat, she had felt sharp pains running through her

body, and each time she had caught her breath with the fear the

baby might not wait until she reached her mother’s home. She would

not be afraid of the baby’s coming if her own mother stood beside

the bed; if her own mother’s understanding hands were working over

her.


She knew Case was scared, too, though he

would never let on to her. She could see it in the quick turning of

his eyes to her when she breathed a little differently, or even so

much as moved her legs or arms. She could see it in the soft

tenderness that had hovered around his lips all day. Camped out

here alone with Case, miles from any house they knew of, she might

die. She was a-scared, and he was a-scared, but they would never

let on to each other.


Before sundown Case had began to watch about

for a likely place to camp. A place by the Creek, for water, and

where he could find wood for a fire. He had no tent, and he would

have to lay their bed upon the ground with nothing closing them in

from the open night. But that was no worry. The night would be warm

and clear. For once Case was thankful there would be no rain.


He saw ahead of them the place he wanted. It

was a cove, so close beside the Creek the grass was green and

thick. There was wood and water.


He turned the horses away from the road and

the wagon rattled across the uneven sod to a stop under the

trees.


The first thing Case did was take the pile of

quilts and the feather bed from the wagon and spread them on the

ground for Sareeny to lie on. Maybe, when she rested awhile the

pains would leave and she would feel better, and they would see

there was nothing to be a-feared of, after all.


It only took him a short time to unhitch the

horses from the wagon, strip the harness from them, and stake them

to eat their fill of grass and water. He had no grain to feed them.

The old milk cow, tied and led behind the wagon, had already

stretched her rope to the limit to reach the trickle of water and

drink long and deeply of it.


He gathered wood from the underbrush. Sareeny

lay quietly and watched him build the fire between the stones that

he had dropped just so that the coffeepot and frying pan would set

without tipping over. His sun-browned callused hands broke the wood

easily. Smoke rose.


It was just getting twilight. You still could

look a long ways off across the hills, and see them blending into

one another. But now they were blurred with dusk. There was just

enough breeze to move the leaves of the cottonwoods. A few feet

away the Creek made little tinkling sounds, and Sareeny could hear

the crickets down there along the banks. All the night noises were

beginning to wake. It was almost like she and Case had a world to

themselves, and it was a lonesome world. Never before had this

rough and lonely land seemed so quiet and unpeopled, so smothered

with the hush of solitude.


Pain caused her to catch her breath and open

her mouth to call his name involuntarily.


He stood up suddenly from the fire and looked

towards her:—


“You all right, Sareeny?”


The pain, sharper, agonizing, had crushed

through her body. He was at her side in an instant. She did not

answer him at once. The pain was straining within her. Now she knew

it would be born tonight. She waited a moment until the pain had

slowed before answering him.


She tried to make her voice natural:—


“Go gather more wood and get things ready

now, Case. I want you here beside me when dark comes.”


He stood there as if he feared to leave her,

his eyes dark with expression. She threw back the blanket he had

spread over her, and stood up. She knew she must not lie down yet.

She must keep moving, as she had heard her mother, mother of five

children, tell.


For the moment Case stood there watching her

he did not breathe. When he turned to go for wood he cursed

himself. For a hundred things. Even for marrying Sareeny, a year

ago, when he had no money to buy land for a home or to stock it

with cows for meat and milk, and horses to breed and sell. For

taking her off a hundred miles from her folks, because she was his

wife, to live on a place and watch the crops he had planted in the

spring wither back to bare upturned soil; till he had finally to

give up in despair to her longing to be back close to her Ma.


Everything they owned in the world was in

that wagon, or around it. The few things they had kept house with;

the two horses he had staked out here in the long green grass close

to the creek; the cow who stood near by contentedly chewing her

cud, her sides bulging from having drunk so deep of the cool water,

her milk bag dripping, waiting. But she would not be milked now.

Case gathered his armload of wood and went back to Sareeny by the

fire.


For what seemed hours he walked with her,

back and forth, back and forth. He had thought he knew what pain

was. But here was his little wife Sareeny, racked with agony, her

muscles knotted, her face twisted and wet with sweat, often banging

on his arms and looking at him with eyes like he was a stranger she

had never seen before. Case knew enough about death. He knew too

much about death. He had spent a year in war, and he had seen blood

and death and dying men till it had left such a mark on his soul

never would he speak of it. But never before had he felt such an

awful nearness of death, or known that it lurked so jealously

around each new life. Unknowing tears blinded Sareeny’s eyes, so

that she could not have seen him anyway, even had her look been

able to tell him she knew he was there. A time passed, and she grew

worse, and he knew that now she would not be able to help him in

his efforts to help her. He must, in his blundering fear, bring the

child to birth before it was too late.


A cool breeze sprung up in the west and swept

through the night. A quarter-moon tilted among the stars in the

dark sky. Case threw more wood on the fire.


It was long past midnight when the baby gave

its first cry into the air of earth. Case cut the cord through

which the first life had crept in Sareeny’s creation of this new

life. He wrapped the child in a blanket and laid it close against

its mother’s side under the covers he drew over them. In the bright

light of the fire he noticed only that it was red as rose color,

and wrinkled-like, its tiny knees drawn up to its body. He did not

wonder if it was boy or girl.


Sareeny lay there weak and white as she could

ever be. He laid more quilts over her, and she looked up at him and

he could feel her smile rather than see it. He went back to the

fire with tears in his eyes and a great song of thanksgiving in his

heart. He felt humbled. Sareeny would be all right. She couldn’t

have looked like that if she wasn’t going to be all right.


For a few minutes he went and stood by the

fire in silence. He was moved by some deep feeling he could not

have named. In the last two or three hours he had been sure Sareeny

was going to die in his hands. Never again in his life would he

come so near to getting down on his knees and saying with all the

meaning in him, “Thank you, God, thank you.” He came nearer to

doing it because there was no one to watch him, or see him. But in

another minute the nearness had passed, and he was too human to let

go of himself like that. It was like a door slamming shut in his

mind. He built up the fire to leaping red flames and went down the

Creek to wash the blood-stain from his hands.




CHAPTER 2


 



Between the time of an hour past midnight and

the hour before dawn are what we might call the still hours of the

night, out here in the West. For it is then the coyotes stop their

howling, and the night birds don’t call any more, and about the

only sound is the little breeze rustling the leaves of trees or the

blades of grass against each other. And the breeze brings with it

the odor of sage. Like on this night in June there is the odor of

wild roses mingled, too.


Case sat cross-legged beside the fire,

feeding it wood, and sometimes staring deep into the heart of it

thinking, while the quarter-moon slowly slanted to silence on the

mountains outlined on the west. Sareeny moved restlessly now and

then, and he was always quick at her side, looking anxiously into

her face, pulling the covers closer about her shoulders. The baby

never made a sound. It was so still that three times during the

night Case went to the bed with a queer catch in his throat and ran

his hand under the covers to feel it. It was warm as toast. It was

living. When he laid his callused hand on the soft flesh he could

almost feel the blood beating through its veins, and slowly he

began to wonder what a miracle all life was. His wonder over

Sareeny was no less.


Lord, he had not known he loved Sareeny so

much, he thought, as he sat before the fire. He had not known till

now that any man could love any woman so much, or feel so tender

towards her. He would not hurt Sareeny for all the world.


There were things that would hurt Sareeny,

too, if she knew. Sareeny had never been over fifty miles from her

father’s door, until she had married Case and gone with him up on

Broadview Prairies to live. But Case had traveled much, because his

own mother had died so long ago he could never remember her and he

had ever been dissatisfied and restless alone with his father. Case

had run away when he was yet a boy and had been batted about by the

world, learning things about the people in it and the way they

lived and the hidden things that went on beneath the surface of

their lives. Case understood people. So many of the hidden things

about them he had learned . . . Then in war, too, as a soldier, he

had seen so much of the hidden things rush to the surface, and

people forgot to be ashamed like in times of peace. The easy giving

of woman to man with the thought that what did it matter when

tomorrow might never come . . . yet that was not really the reason,

Case knew now, for such things as that and many more are hidden

among all the good in all the world, waiting only for an excuse to

come out into the bright light of day. Yes, there were many things

in all that part of his life to hurt Sareeny, if she knew.


And there was the Indian woman, Letitia.


Only his father knew about that. One day the

old man had been riding the range, hunting out his cows, and he had

come upon his son and the Indian woman lying on the thick green

grass of a glade sheltered by trees and high wild-cherry bushes.

The old man turned his horse homeward, sick at heart. With the

twilight Case had come home, silent and careless before his father.

In a few words the old man had told him what was what. Case did not

answer.


Throughout all that summer and the winter

following, he and Letitia had carried on with each other. When he

had not gone to her, she had come to him. He had mighty nigh been

fool enough to marry Letitia. In the beginning, Letitia had

believed he meant to marry her. And yet, later, when she knew that

he would not, she had come to him the same, and he had ever found

her waiting when he went to her. Case had ignored his father’s

almost sullen silence. Only one night when he returned home and

undressed to lie down beside him the old man had raised up in bed

and said angrily:


“If ye’ve no notion of marrying her, better

had ye never come home to Sarpy from the war.”


From the darkness Case had answered lightly:

“Would you like me to marry her? Have neighbors calling me a squaw

man?”


The old man’s words were heavy with

feeling.


“. . . She’s too good fer ye . . .”


And Case had not gone to sleep. He had lain

there, pondering. Hell, why were people always lying, hiding,

covering up? He knew enough about people. Men especially . . . and

women as well. He knew enough about his father, too. A man is a man

and a woman is woman and—well, there was too much foolishness and

pretending and silence over facts that are as unalterable and

blinding in their truth as the sudden brilliant sun. He believed

there should be no shame.


Letitia was not like the other Indian women

or girls on the Crow Reservation. Though she was all Indian, from

the tips of her little feet to the heavy, dusky black braids of her

hair, she was better educated. She knew more of the white man’s

ways of laughter and civilized, subtle things. She was prettier,

whether she dressed in the clothes of a white woman or in the soft

white, beaded doeskin the Indians were so proud to wear. She was

strangely beautiful with her dark ruddy face and eyes that were

smoky-agate color. What Case did not know was that Letitia loved

him the way many a woman loves a man for many years. Nor did he

know that Letitia had borne him a child.


In December of that winter he had gone to a

neighborhood dance; and Sareeny, whom he had known all his life,

now grown up to a small, quiet woman, was in his arms. In the

spring he had married Sareeny, who had lived all her life on her

father’s farm that bordered his father’s place where Sarpy Creek

twisted lazily through the hills to a distant river. Letitia, with

all the silence of her race, had stayed in the mountains. She would

be silent and his father would be silent. Sareeny would never know.

Letitia gave birth to the child and was silent after that, too, for

never would she tell Case of it.


As Case mulled by the fire the thought struck

him suddenly: Letitia would be there near his old home—willing,

mostly likely, if he wanted her. . . . But that thought was with

him only a split second. He shoved a chunk of wood into the fire

with such force a shower of sparks rose in the dark. There weren’t

no better woman on earth than Sareeny, yonder with the child that

was his’n and her’n. No better woman on earth. He went to her and

smoothed her covers, his hands clumsy in their sudden desire for

tenderness. She was sleeping, weak and drugged with pain.


He hunted among the things in the wagon until

he found a bucket, and went to milk the cow. She looked around at

him almost reproachfully when he put his head against her warm

flank, for her bag was so full of milk that thin streams of it were

forced from her teats. The sound of the milk hitting the bottom of

the bucket sounded loud in the silence.


When he had finished, daylight was just

beginning to seep into the blackness over all the land. In the east

the sky would soon turn pink. Sareeny called to him.


He hurried up to where she lay beside the

wagon. She was smiling. Her gray eyes were warm and bright, and

though there was no color in her face, she looked prettier than he

had ever seen her. Her long brown hair that he had always thought a

lot nicer than any other woman’s was loose and down and spread out

over the pillow in fine waves soft as the feel of silk. Sareeny was

not pretty like a lot of these babyish women, but he had always

believed she would be a fine-looking person even when she got old.

For her face wasn’t too long, or too broad, or too round, and her

mouth was firm and kind. She had ever been to him a pleasing little

woman. Her eyebrows were slender and black, curving above her eyes

like fine pencil marks, the lashes long and thick.


“It’s a girl, Case,” she said.


He dropped down on his knees beside her with

laughter in his throat but tears were close to his eyes.


“I hadn’t thought till now, Sareeny.”


There were tears in her eyes, too. Pride was

rising up in her till it shone in her voice and face and even in

the movement of her hands.


“Do you like it?”


He answered seriously.


“Of course. It didn’t really make any

difference to me if it wasn’t a boy.”


She laughed at him. She scolded because he

had not fixed himself something to eat during the night. He set

about to prepare breakfast. For her he meant to cook some oatmeal

gruel and soft-boil some eggs if she wanted them. And there was the

baby, still unwashed. After breakfast he would have to heat water,

and when the sun warmed up a-plenty, give the little woman baby her

first bath.


He took the pail and went down the Creek to a

deeper place he had seen yesterday. There the water was cold and

clear, shaded all day from the heat of the sun by an old, old

cottonwood tree. A tangled wilderness of wild-rose bushes grew all

about, drooping over the rippling surface, their petals falling

into it to be slowly carried away. Case had to brush off a handful

of the deep pink patches from the pail he carried.


After breakfast, he washed the baby. It was a

laughable sight to watch and Sareeny had to laugh sometimes even

though she was close to worried crying for fear he would drop it or

hurt it in his clumsy hands. And the little woman child voiced her

indignation with loud wails. Case was secretly astonished that a

thing, so silent yesterday could make so much noise today. When he

had finished, Sareeny took it back under the covers, talking to it

with a soft new tone of voice Case had never heard her use before.

She gave it her breasts and it hushed its crying. Case stood in

silent awe. Danged if the little thing didn’t seem to be actually

enjoying its breakfast. Sareeny was different, too. The same and

yet different. She wasn’t only his now. It was kinda like she might

have grown up overnight, somehow, with a new look in her face and a

new touch to her hands that had never been there before.


Case knew he ought to stay here today, at

least, and let Sareeny rest. There was danger in lifting her in the

wagon, moving her about. Yet there was danger in staying here, too.

This would be another scorching day. Before it was over, swift

thunder and lightning could come with cold rain. He had enough

worry on his mind, now, wondering how he could get set to make a

living for the three of them.


He walked away from the wagon, climbing the

nearest hill above the valley. From this high place he could look

away yonder across the hills, his eyes following the twisting,

turning ways of Sarpy Creek by the trees that were bunched along

its valley. The valley curved from sight again and again in its

path through the crumpled land, always to re-appear, a cluster of

green. Forty miles along its distance lay the spot that was home to

Sareeny and himself. The spot where now they both felt they should

settle on and stay to live. They’d find a place and get settled

there somehow. Because that was what they wanted to do. They had

been away a year and they had learned to know they loved this

place. They loved all the places here they knew so well: the old

wagon roads they had traveled so many times in their childhood; the

neighbors whose faces were as familiar as those of their own folks.

A poor man, having to scratch for a living, never has it too easy,

nohow, and Case reckoned it would be a heap easier to fasten a

solid home to solid ground here among friends than to try it again

in some other strange place.


Before noon Case had a soft bed made in the

wagon box, arranged with all the quilts and feather pillows he and

Sareeny owned. As carefully as he ever did anything in his life he

lifted Sareeny and placed her on it, then laid the baby beside her.

He stretched a blanket above them to shade them from the sun.


They could be home tonight, if he kept the

horses going at a steady pace, and it didn’t get too hot. The road

for the most part ran close along the Creek, and big trees threw a

lot of shade.


Sareeny relaxed against the soft pillows. The

baby lay in the curve of her arm. The horses plodded along the dry

road, the wagon creaked softly as the wheels rolled over the soft

sand. Sareeny was thinking she would name this girl-baby Ellen,

after its grandmother. That would please her old Ma, because this

was the first grandchild. Not one of Sareeny’s brothers was

married, as yet.


It was good to be getting close to home. She

would go with Case anywhere in the world he wanted to take her, but

never would she be so contented as when she was here, where

everything all around was dear because she had lived with it so

long; and at times hated it with rebellion because she had been so

young, the world had been so big and interesting and she couldn’t

get away to do as she pleased. But that was before she married

Case. After that, things just seemed to settle into one long

peaceful living. She had stopped wishing so crazily for one thing

one day and a different, impossible thing the next day. Now the

time to come was settled. She was a married woman. She had a baby.

Her life was laid ahead of her as a road. A friendly, homey road.

Her and Case would go on living and living in a home of their own,

glad to be with and have each other. Making the best living they

could, all the money they could, maybe someday even being a little

rich.


She looked at Case up there on the wagon seat

and smiled to herself. Oh but he was good-looking, with his broad

shoulders, his brown eyes and jet-black hair, the fine way he held

his head. This morning he had told her stubbornly that he intended

to see they had no more babies. Ho ho! Well, she wanted a boy. A

boy with Case’s black hair and bright brown eyes and chin that said

he was a little set in his ways. She intended to see they had

one.


Already the memory of last night’s pain was

dulled, misted over with newer plans, new pleasures . . . and the

wonder and magic of the child beside her which would grow . . . and

grow. . . . Sareeny was such a simple and unworldly-wise little

woman.


She rested quietly. She even felt soft

satisfaction in listening to the dull thud of the horses’ plodding

feet, in watching the dust that rose in slow clouds behind the

wagon and settled slower, touchless, back to earth.


The wagon creaked on. They passed a large

herd of cattle bearing the brand š4–, the biggest ranch in the

country. Over on a hill they saw a cowboy on his pony. Case waved,

and the cowboy’s spurs and silver-mounted saddle flashed in the sun

when he turned to wave back gaily.


The old milk cow, tied with Case’s lariat

rope behind the wagon, hung back a moment and mooed as the wagon

pulled her on.




CHAPTER 3


 



There were few families living close around

the old homes of Sareeny and Case. But these few were rooted there

with their years of living, by births and deaths. And by some-

thing deeper even than that. The Leidermans, the Gores, the Frys

had lived for a quarter of a century in their homes along Sarpy’s

small wooded valley hemmed in by rising hills. Eden and his blind

son, Felix, had lived for twenty years in the big house that was

the friendly envy of every neighbor. Old Man Mills had hunted deer

and antelope when the narrow valley was an uncleared wilderness of

underbrush and wild cherry bushes, before ever a house or a fence

was built. And in the summer before the war had ended, when the

time came for him to stand by and see his wife’s body laid forever

away, he left the ranch house he had long ago built with his own

hands, and he moved into the village of Sarpy. By common consent of

his neighbors he became their min- ister, their leader to a vague,

yet ultimate goal. When a young man he had been an ordained

minister, and had papers to prove it. By the way he talked they

could never have even guessed that he profited from any book

learning or book study. He was a neighbor, talking as they talked,

living as they lived. They wanted him for their minister because

they knew he was a mortal good old man, a godly man, and wise. He

was not goody-goody. He was not saintly. Most likely, in his

younger days, if he had caught some young fellow steal- ing a horse

from him, he would have talked with him and reasoned with him, and

had that done no good he would have doubled up his fist and smacked

him one, whaling the daylights out of him; then he would have said,

“Now damn ye, come on in and have supper with us. Ye may as well

start the right kind of life with a full belly.”


Every neighbor loved Old Man Mills.


Their daily lives were knit too closely

together to be named “community.” Each knew all the others, so

well. Neighbors, through the long slow beat of summer after summer;

through the fierce grip of winter’s after winter’s freezing

cold.


Strange indeed, how intangible things could

be hidden away in the heart and the mind and the home of one, that

not another among them could guess. These stark, intangible things,

undisclosed, made even more appalling by the utter silence of the

way they were concealed. For twenty years, Eden had lived among

them, his secret hidden, shared only by old Herman Leidermen. For

nigh about half that long, Dorcy Fry had coldly concealed,

admitting not even to herself, the smoldering hate that ever grew

each year within her, bitter, bitter.


With Sareeny and her mother there was a

silent bond of understanding and sympathy that held them closer

than the mere state of mother and child. Of all the family, Sareeny

alone truly realized how hard her mother worked; how swiftly her

old face was ageing, her hair graying; and how many things had been

lacking from her mother’s life. The mother knew the daughter’s mind

and often talked to her of secret things she never worded to anyone

else. Thus Sareeny knew her mother’s mind as no other did—not even

the father.


That bond had sprung into being one winter

night long ago, when Sareeny was twelve. The bringing of it had

brought an invisible barrier to Sareeny and her father. She would

remember that night as long as she lived, and she would never

forgive him for it if she lived to be a hundred.


Her father had struck her mother and drawn

blood from her mother’s mouth.


It was her mother’s eyes she remembered most.

Hurt and stricken as they could ever be. Shrinking back there

against the wall, uttering one cry, then holding the back of her

hand to where the blood dripped off her chin.


Sareeny cried a long while into her pillow

that night, while her brothers Ranny and Jacob and Chris slept in

the same room as peacefully as though there were nothing wrong in

the whole wide world. Sareeny had been quite sure that her mother

and father would never make up or be friendly or speak to each

other again, and it was all her father’s fault. No wonder her

mother’s hands were rough and brown as old leather, with so much

washing to be done by hand, on a board; and cooking, cooking,

working in summers to preserve food for winters; sewing . . . for

never one of the children had store bought, ready made clothes.

Even the boys’ shirts and little blue denim overalls were made from

long yards of material carefully selected by her mother in the

little one-store town. There was garden work to help with, and

chickens to manage, and cream to churn with a long dash, up and

down, in the glass churn, until it separated into little golden

globes of good sweet butter. But never was her mother too busy, in

the years the children were growing young-uns, to stop for any one

of them and soothe a bruised finger or other petty hurt, with an

understanding face.


What matter if her father was sorry

afterward. He had done it and that was that.


To save her life Sareeny could not help but

have always a tiny thought of it pushing up somewhere in her mind

when she looked at him.


It was there tonight, when the wagon rattled

into the yard of the old log house and her father came out cursing

the dogs to stop their barking. It was there when he kissed her and

she saw the starlight glint on unshed tears in his eyes because he

was so glad it was her come home again.


His voice was unnatural when he called loudly

back into the house:—


“My God, Ellen, it’s Sareeny and Case. And

they got a baby.”


Her mother came out, wearing a long white

flannel nightgown. Her hair hung in one thick braid down her back,

the way she had always fixed it for the night as long as Sareeny

could remember.


They cried a little, Sareeny with her face

pressed against her mother’s wrinkled old neck where she could feel

the muscles tightened and the blood beating hard through the veins.

Inside the house there was shouting and the sound of bare feet

running down the stairs. Chris bumped around in the darkness of the

room upstairs trying to find his pants. Sareeny, there in the

wagon, seemed to realize of a sudden all that she had endured alone

with Case in the hills last night. Case was everything in the world

to her; he filled her life; a thought of him stood somewhere close

to every other thought. But here was her family gathering round

her, like coming back from childhood with a million memories that

couldn’t all be remembered or forgotten. Her oldest brother,

Randolph, came out the door, tall and homely as ever. Then Jacob,

smiling in his careless way. Then sixteen year old Chris, his face

soft with boyish tenderness, and a certain pride over this thing

happened to Sareeny.


They lifted her from under all the covers

Case had tucked around her against the chill night air and carried

her into the house. Sareeny’s mother took the baby in her arms with

a no greater, but a newer, different, tenderness from that with

which she held her own littliest ones. Now she, Ellen Alice Gore,

was a grandmother. Mother of a mother.


She put Sareeny in the high old walnut

bedstead in the downstairs bedroom. Little Tana, youngest of all

the Gore family, stared over the foot of it with wide open

fascinated eyes.


Ellen shooed them all out. There were

countless things she knew to do for Sareeny, and the first was

peace and quiet.


Oil lamps burned late that night in the old

Gore house, out in Sarpy land. Case and the men sat long around the

table in the kitchen, talking and talking about the drought and the

hot winds. Surely the world must be headed straight for

destruction, with the rich men hogging it all from the poor men,

and Congress doing nothing but make long speeches that never said

anything. The President sitting behind his big desk yonder in

Washington and not even beginning to realize how things actually

were. Let the President and the Congressmen live out here a few

years. Let ’em live on beans and salt pork, if they had the guts to

make it out of this dry, rocky, windy land. Let ’em see their kids

running around in ragged shoes when snow stood knee deep on the

ground. Yeh! Ha! They’d go back to Washington and take their jobs

mighty serious, they would, then!


Ellen, coming back and forth through the

room, heard it all as so much chaff blown about by the wind. Men

were all alike. They had to run off at the mouth just so much, and

like the sap coming up in spring, there weren’t no help for it

except let it come. Like the sap, it served its purpose, maybe, for

a man to blow off his opinions like steam.


With Jim Gore, especially. Jim’s mind was

full of cure-alls for every ill thing imagined or otherwise, that

marred the world. He always had an idea. He was full of ideas.

Ellen would move about a room, doing up her work, and without

really listening to him she would hear him describing, explaining,

intense in his beliefs and seriousness, just where the mistakes lay

and how they should be righted. Sometimes she would smile,

secretly, silently within herself. She would think: “My poor old

man. Raggedy old farmer that he is.” At other times she would hear

with weariness and a kind of aggravated patience. She was getting

old, he was getting old. Ever since she had married him she had

pinched pennies, and been saving with sugar and flour, and sewed

patches as big as dinner plates on his old overalls. Now listen to

him talk with such a positive knowing look! She wondered when and

where he did all of his serious thinking.


She worked about the kitchen, cleaning up

after the late supper she had fixed for them. Little Tana fell

asleep in her chair by the kitchen table, yet refused obstinately

to go to bed, mildly excited over Sareeny and Case and the new

baby. There was something softer than a smile about Ellen’s lips.

She washed clean the faded oilcloth and straightened the dishes in

the cupboard, but her mind was with Sareeny yonder in the bedroom.

One early morning a year ago, Sareeny had stood beside Case while

the minister said the words that made them man and wife . . . an

hour later she drove away with him, a hundred miles, to a little

house she had never seen. Now she had returned. Sareeny was home

again, where, to Ellen, it would ever seem the natural place

Sareeny belonged.


She called twice for Chris before he came to

dry the dishes. Because he was just at that age when he could be a

big help to her, she depended on him, though he grumbled with

resentment. Chris felt that he was already a man and out of place

in the kitchen. He was husky and good looking, with light hair and

blue eyes. He hated drying dishes more than anything else.


“Why can’t you leave a fellow alone?” he said

angrily.


Then with its usual suddenness the heart

attack struck Ellen. It was not new to her. It was the second

attack in the month. She felt it coming, her breath shortened, the

pain rose in her chest. No one knew she had these spells. She

wanted to hide it. She picked up the water bucket and went out into

the dark yard towards the well. She could feel her heart seeming to

swell with pain, yet pausing in its beat to lie stilled in her

breast.


She knew she was going to fall. She turned

her face to the cool wind, trying to breathe deep of it. Always, in

one of these spells, she was stricken with the fear she was going

to die. Afterwards she would marvel over what happened in her mind

in that instant before falling. It was the same now. Everything she

saw was like a flash . . . the old log house, dark, and through the

lighted window she could see Chris, resentment still in his face.

She heard the jumble of men’s voices, a chair scraped across the

rough floor, the breathing whisper of the night wind against the

dry wheat beyond the house. Then a burst of complete darkness.


She opened her eyes to find Chris bending

over her. His face was like a scared rabbit. She could feel his

surprise and terror at coming out and finding her here, like this.

In another minute he would be yelping for his father.


She forced herself to speak:—


“Chris, help me up.”


He lifted her, supporting her with his

arm.


“Gosh, Ma,” he said uncertainly, “what’s the

matter?”


“I guess I fainted, Chris. I’m all right

now.”


She thought swiftly. Chris would be running

to tell his father in a minute. They’d all be a worrying over her.

She didn’t want them a worrying over her. Not as long as they could

do nothing to help her, anyway. She’d been to a doctor, last fall.

None of the family must know the doctor had said no medicine could

help her.


She could breathe natural now, though she

still was weak and dizzy. She said crossly:—


“Now, Chris, don’t run in the house blabbin’

this, to worry yore Pa. And you know how Sareeny would feel. Jest

keep yore mouth shut.”


He eyed her. Worried, still not over his

scare.


“You are sick, Mom. Else you wouldn’t of

fainted.”


She knew she could make him promise to keep

his mouth shut, if he was not too scared. She was over the spell

now. She made Chris walk around with her, and she breathed the cool

air, so she could go in the house looking as though nothing had

happened. Maybe she wouldn’t have another spell for months.


He promised. It would be a long time before

he grumbled again when she asked him to do some little thing.


She entered the house quietly, and finished

her work in the kitchen. Then she went in the room where Sareeny

lay, and closed the door, shutting away the men with their idle

talk of this thing and that.


To Sareeny it seemed that after this year’s

absence only her mother remained almost the same. Pa’s hair had

grown just a little more gray, his eyes a little more squinting,

crinkly in their expression. Tana and Chris had grown until it was

a surprise. And Ranny and Jacob, grown men, had hardened, more

mature, stalwart. Her brother Jacob had turned out to be the best

looking one of the family after all. But Ma had not changed,

Sareeny thought, when Ellen said good night with the lamp in her

hand and went out to close the door.


Sareeny lay in the dark room, only half

asleep. She had heard her father say that just yesterday old Herman

Leidermen had come by bringing word everyone should come to town to

a prayer meeting next Thursday and pray for rain. Funny old Herman,

she wanted to see him and his fat little wife, Birdie. Birdie was

nigh about as round as a dumpling, and always cracking some joke,

in spite of her everlasting religion and touchy ways. As many years

as Sareeny could remember, Birdie had been expecting a lost brother

to come home. Brother Jack. He was Birdie’s only relative, and she

talked so much of him.


Sareeny let her mind muse over old

friends.


She wanted to see Case’s father, and all the

other people she had known all her life. Eden, and blind Felix, who

lived alone in the big house close to town. She and Felix had

played together a thousand times, when they were kids, before his

father had sent him away to school. It had been a school where

blind people were taught to read by running their fingers over

little raised dots and dashes. Felix had been blind all his life.

She could remember long ago when he had said:—


“What is the sky like, Sareeny?”


She had been a little girl, and explaining

something as huge as the sky was pretty difficult. She had told him

it was just awful, awful big. And it was a funny thing; in the

daytime you could look and look and there was nothing there when

the weather was nice, except the sun; in storms it was filled with

queer things called clouds that boiled into one another or drifted

about like so much fluffy cotton. At night there was most a million

stars a-sparkling. The sky was blue color.


He had said:—


“But what is blue color, Sareeny?”


She hadn’t been able to tell Felix what blue

color was. She thought now, Lordy but kids has got a lot to learn.

Whether or not they have two good eyes. Anyway, Felix and his

father wouldn’t be hurt overmuch with the drought. Many a time

folks had said if old Eden ever took all his money from the bank,

the bank would have to close its doors.


After a while, Case came and crept into bed

beside her, ever so quietly, thinking she was asleep. When he went

to sleep, the palm of his hand, rough and coarse from hard working,

rested lightly against her face.


In another room, Ellen did not sleep. In the

darkness her eyes were wide awake. As a woman just turned

grandmother, she realized how old she was getting to be; and a body

can think of many things after living sixty years on this

earth.




CHAPTER 4


 



Early the next morning Jacob got up from bed

and dressed quietly in the upstairs room he shared with Ranny. He

moved carefully, so that his footsteps would not wake his mother

and father sleeping in the room directly below him. They would be

up soon, but Jacob wanted to be alone with him- self and think

awhile, before he cornered his father down at the barn and talked

to him.


Sareeny’s homecoming had forced a sudden

decision in Jacob’s mind. This thing had to be done. It had to be

settled, and it couldn’t wait much longer. He dreaded it more than

he had ever before dreaded anything. Not because he was ashamed.

Nor because he was afraid of what his father would think or say.

Like his other brothers, and Sareeny too, he was not afraid of his

father, but he simply could not be comfort- able while deadly

serious before him. With their mother they could admit and confess

and laugh with natural ease. Yet before their father they had never

been able to seem to them- selves either as grown-up people able to

do their own think- ing, or as children who looked to him for

advice.


Jacob knew these things he had to tell his

father would be sudden and unforeseen.


And too well he knew why he dreaded this

whole busi- ness.


He would say: “I guess I’ll have to marry

Frace Cristan.” Frace Cristan. Already he almost hated her. But in

the past weeks he had thought it all out, and he had understood

that he had not hated her until he had learned that the only thing

he could do was marry her. Before then he had thought she was the

finest woman he could ever meet. She was so different from any

other woman he had seen. Honest, educated, friendly, there was

something about her that could win over any person, old or young.

He had not meant to get into any trouble over her. Now he hated the

thought of marrying her, and hated her because he would have to

marry her, and because there was no way out of it. And marriage

itself is like a seal on a man’s life, but the child, when it came,

would be as a chain binding his life to her life, welding him to

these ways of living that he hated a hundredfold more than he hated

her. He had not seen her for several days now. As on time and time

again in those days he thought of her; a young, pleasant-appearing

woman, with brown hair and blue eyes. She made everyone like her.

She was too educated, she had traveled too much, she had met too

many people. She was too smart, that was it. She ought never to

have come to teach school in this back-woodsy country.


He rolled a cigarette and sat by the window,

waiting. As soon as Pa got up and went down to the barn, he would

follow him. Jacob didn’t want Ranny or Chris or Case or anyone

around, when he told the old man. He knew the old man would blow up

and raise thunder.


Daylight was coming. The air was heavy with

the pungent, unexplainable scents of early morning in this lonely

land. In spite of the drought night seemed to loose a thin dampness

with its dark, sharpening the odors of new wheat struggling to

grow, of grass and sage and dusty wind.


Jacob had got up from bed with a kind of

vague anger and recklessness in his mind. Sitting by the window,

thinking, his anger gave way slowly to resentment and something

like despair. He could look at things squarely, honestly. He knew

this mess was all of his own making. But God, why did it have to

happen? He didn’t want to marry Frace. He didn’t want his life to

be trapped here. He had planned on so many things for the next few

years. He wanted to be a farmer. That was all he ever wanted to be.

But before he settled, he wanted to do so many things. This was all

of his own doing. Remembering, he could place no blame on Frace. He

knew Frace loved him.


Now there was nothing to do except marry her,

live with her, do the best he could.


He heard his Pa up. He waited until the old

man had built a fire in the kitchen stove and gone out of the house

towards the barn. Then he followed.


Once Jacob decided to do a thing he would not

hem or haw, beating about the bush. He found his father cleaning

mangers. Inside, the barn was still dark. Jacob found a pitch-fork

and went to help. He said at once:—


“Pa, I’m going to marry Frace Cristan today.

No need to lie or try to hide something you will learn anyway. I

have to marry her.”


Old Jim stopped his work and stood

stock-still. He was silent for a full half-minute. Darkness hid his

face.


He spoke slowly:


“So you have to marry her. How long since she

told you that?”


“Four months.”


“You took plenty of time makin’ up your mind

. . . while she waited.”


Jacob thought with quick anger: I won’t stand

for much preaching. Aloud he said:—


“I’m not wantin’ to marry her now. I don’t

feel any love for her.”


Silence.


“What was it you felt when you was havin’

your own way with her?” Old Jim asked. He leaned his pitchfork

against the barn stall and came out to the doorway and light. Jacob

was surprised when he saw his Pa’s face. Why, the old man was not

going to raise hell, he just looked sober and old, sober and sort

of hurt.


Jacob wanted to say: “What man could stand up

and say he wouldn’t have done the same thing—alone with her,

believing he could? I wonder if you could have said that your own

self, twenty years ago—or even now.” But he knew the least said the

better. He muttered: “There’s no saints living on this earth, Pa. I

reckon we’re all pretty much the same.”


Old Jim kept his back turned. Oh, what was

the use of talking, wasting words? He knew Jacob would never give a

minute’s thought to anything he said. Nothing he could say would

touch Jacob’s mind one whit. This was the man his second boy had

grown into.


He’d just as well say nothing, and go on up

to the house for the milk buckets, and get at the morning’s chores.

He spoke without turning around:—


“If you are goin’ to be married, I reckon

you’ll want me to give you some horses and cows and the like. Well,

you can have ‘em. I ain’t goin’ to cuss you, Jacob. Frace is a

mighty fine woman. I ought to flatten you out for makin’ her wait

four months.”


He turned his face and looked suddenly at

Jacob. There were other things he wanted to say but he hardly knew

how to put them into words. Without thinking he added quickly:—


“It’s not that I’m too surprised or hurt over

you doin’ this thing, Jacob. But in all your life there’s been a

streak o’ meanness and selfishness growin’ ever’ year in you, that

none o’ the others had. I reckon I’m the only one that’s noticed

it, as yet. I want you to live right. You will learn just what I

mean, some day.”


Jim broke the news at the breakfast

table.


“There won’t be no need in tryin’ to keep it

still. He should have married her four months ago.”


Case kept his eyes on his plate. Through the

open door of the bedroom Sareeny heard her father’s words.


Jacob sat in silence. He could have cursed

his Pa’s gruff way of saying things.


After one instant, Ellen had gone on dishing

hot cakes at the stove. She picked up the coffeepot and came to

fill Ranny’s and Case’s and old Jim’s cup. When she came to Jacob

she stood there a moment, one hand resting on his shoulders, the

pressure of her fingers a firm caress.


She said simply:—


“I’m glad for you, Jacob.”


The others said nothing. Ranny went on

buttering his hot cakes, refusing even to look up from his plate.

Jim went on eating, though he did not relish his food, speaking

only when he gruffly asked for something. His face still was

flushed with anger.


Only Chris showed surprise. He could not keep

his eyes off Jacob’s dark-skinned face that was flushed now clear

to the roots of his black hair because of this heavy silence so

full of meaning.


Sareeny would have called Jacob to her and

said something to him, but she did not know Frace Cristan. Until

now she had never heard of her. She could think of nothing to say

that would sound right. So she too was silent.


After breakfast, Jim hitched a team of horses

to the old two-seated buggy. He and Ellen and Jacob got in and

drove over the road towards Sarpy.


Frace Cristan lived in a little building

furnished by the county for the teacher. Neighbors had wondered,

that spring when the school term was finished, why Frace planned on

living the time between terms in that little one-room shack,

instead of spending her vacation in a pleasanter place.


When Jacob drove up to her yard with his

father and mother, she came out the door to greet them. Her face

was flushed. There was doubt in her eyes.


Jacob left no time for embarrassed silence.

He jumped down from the buggy with the words:—


“I brought my folks along to witness our

marriage, Frace.”


She looked quickly from them to him. The

muscles around her mouth quivered, so that she forced a smile she

did not feel to steady them. Her eyes filled with tears.


“Oh, Jacob.” Her voice was low.


To cover their own embarrassment, Ellen made

slow work of getting down from the buggy, and Jim was busy with the

make-believe difficulty of fitting the buggy whip into its

socket.


They went into the clean, quiet, one

room.


Jacob helped her find the marriage license he

had bought, halfheartedly, four months ago. Jim went to fetch the

minister. It was all happening so quietly, so quickly, that it cut

Frace more than all the doubt and hurt she had endured secretly.

Jacob knew she was waiting to marry him, of course. But what must

he really think of her, to treat her like this?


Ellen came and put both arms around her,

saying simply and honestly:—


“From the first time I met you, I’ve liked

you, Frace. I’m proud you’re marryin’ my Jacob.” Her eyes looked

down into Frace’s face, seeing and understanding all Frace felt.

Oh, why were Jacob and his father such fools, barging in here like

this? She said with strange gentleness: “Why not wait till evenin’

and have a better weddin’ over at home, with no one there but our

own folks? Sareeny and Case are home now.” She turned to Jacob.


He frowned. “Why wait?”


Frace’s eyes were suddenly cold and hard.

Without looking toward Ellen she spoke to her.


“As Jacob says, there’s no need of waiting

longer.”


Riding home, Frace sat beside Jacob on the

back seat of the buggy. Jacob had tried to talk, making

conversation because he felt he should, but she saw through his

efforts and did not encourage them. Most of the way she sat in

silence, thinking. A year ago, when she had come to this place to

teach school, she could not have foreseen all this. But if she

could have foreseen it, would she have turned and gone away, she

wondered? All her life she had been orphaned, alone. Now she was

one of the Gores, of Sarpy Creek. This strong, dark-skinned man

beside her was her husband, if she could hold him. And she would

hold him, she told herself, because she loved him, because she was

already heavy with his child.


She sat quietly beside him. As they neared

home, the doubt and worry left her face; and secretively, just as

quietly, she began to feel a kind of peace. She seemed a very

ordinary little woman, with brown hair and blue eyes and a rather

plain face. Her one charm lay in the frank, friendly way she could

win trust and confidence, when her natural self. Her eyes turned to

Jacob’s dark face, seeking silent satisfaction in the strength she

saw there and in the thick spread of his shoulders.


Now for the first time in four months, he

turned his brown eyes to look full into hers. His thoughts were

veiled. She knew his mind was set against her.


She looked away again. Thoughts rose in her

mind like a swift prayer. I’ll show him. I want to love this life.

I want them all to love me. Yet, withal, had she been deeply honest

with herself, she would have known that she was a fool to love him

and become his wife. Had she chosen she could have done much better

with her life. Now her back was deliberately turned to things that

might have been. She faced life here in a hilly land of solitude

and sweeping winds, stormy, changing, hard. She would need

patience, and she knew it could only come from within her self.
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