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MY FATHER AND MOTHER


 


Chapter One


When the Carmelo Mission of Alta California
was being built, some time about 1776, a
group of twenty converted Indians abandoned
religion during a night, and in the morning they
were gone from their huts. Besides being a bad precedent,
this minor schism crippled the work in the clay
pits where adobe bricks were being moulded.


After a short council of the religious and civil authorities,
a Spanish corporal with a squad of horsemen set out to
restore these erring children to the bosom of Mother
Church. The troop made a difficult journey up the Carmel
Valley and into the mountains beyond, a trip not the
less bewildering because the fleeing dissenters had proved
themselves masters of a diabolic guile in concealing traces
of their journey. It was a week before the soldiery found
them, but they were discovered at last practising abominations
in the bottom of a ferny canyon in which a stream
flowed; that is, the twenty heretics were fast asleep in
attitudes of abandon.


The outraged military seized them, and in spite of their
howlings attached them to a long slender chain. Then
the column turned about and headed for Carmel again to
give the poor neophytes a chance at repentance in the clay
pits.


In the late afternoon of the second day a small deer
started up before the troop and popped out of sight over a
ridge. The corporal disengaged himself from his column
and rode in pursuit. His heavy horse scrambled and
floundered up the steep slope; the manzanita reached
sharp claws for the corporal’s face, but he plunged on after
his dinner. In a few minutes he arrived at the top of the
ridge, and there he stopped, stricken with wonder at what
he saw—a long valley floored with green pasturage on
which a herd of deer browsed. Perfect oak trees grew in
the meadow of the lovely place, and the hills hugged it
jealously against the fog and the wind.


The disciplinarian corporal felt weak in the face of so
serene a beauty. He who had whipped brown backs to
tatters, he whose rapacious manhood was building a new
race for California, this bearded, savage bearer of civilisation
slipped from his saddle and took off his steel hat.


‘Holy Mother!’ he whispered. ‘Here are the green
pastures of Heaven to which our Lord leadeth us.’





His descendents are almost white now. We can only
reconstruct his holy emotion of discovery, but the name he
gave to the sweet valley in the hills remains there. It is
known to this day as Las Pastures del Cielo.


By some regal accident, the section came under no great
land grant. No Spanish nobleman became its possessor
through the loan of his money or his wife. For a long time
it lay forgotten in its embracing hills. The Spanish corporal,
the discoverer, always intended to go back. Like
most violent men, he looked forward with sentimental
wistfulness to a little time of peace before he died, to an
adobe house beside a stream, and cattle nuzzling the walls
at night.


An Indian woman presented him with the pox, and,
when his face began to fall away, good friends locked him
in an old barn to prevent the infection of others, and there
he died peacefully, for the pox, although horrible to look
at, is no bad friend to its host.


After a long time a few families of squatters moved into
the Pastures of Heaven and built fences and planted fruit
trees. Since no one owned the land, they squabbled a
great deal over its possession. After a hundred years there
were twenty families on twenty little farms in the Pastures
of Heaven. Near the centre of the valley stood a general
store and post office, and half a mile above, beside the
stream, a hacked and much initialled schoolhouse.


The families at last lived prosperously and at peace.
Their land was rich and easy to work. The fruits of their
gardens were the finest produced in central California.



Chapter Two


To the people of the Pastures of Heaven the Battle
farm was cursed, and to their children it was
haunted. Good land although it was, well watered
and fertile, no one in the valley coveted the place, no
one would live in the house, for land and houses that
have been tended, loved and laboured with and finally
deserted, seem always sodden with gloom and with
threatening. The trees which grow up round a deserted
house are dark trees, and the shadows they throw on the
ground have suggestive shapes.


For five years now the old Battle farm had stood vacant.
The weeds, with a holiday energy, free of fear of the hoe,
grew as large as small trees. In the orchard the fruit trees
were knotty and strong and tangled. They increased the
quantity of their fruit, and diminished its size. The
brambles grew about their roots and swallowed up the
windbreaks.


The house itself, a square, well-built, two-story place,
had been dignified and handsome when its white paint
was fresh, but a singular latter history had left about it an
air unbearably lonely. Weeds warped up the boards of
the porches, the walls were grey with weathering. Small
boys, those lieutenants of time in its warfare against the
works of man, had broken out all the windows and carted
away every movable thing. Boys believe that all kinds of
portable articles which have no obvious owner, if taken
home, can be put to some joyous use. The boys had gutted
the house, had filled the wells with various kinds of
refuse, and, quite by accident, while secretly smoking real
tobacco in the hayloft, had burnt the old barn to the
ground. The fire was universally attributed to tramps.


The deserted farm was situated not far from the middle
of the narrow valley. On both sides it was bounded by
the best and most prosperous farms in the Pastures of
Heaven. It was a weedy blot between two finely cultivated,
contented pieces of land. The people of the
valley considered it a place of curious evil, for one
horrible event and one impenetrable mystery had taken
place there.


Two generations of Battles had lived on the farm.
George Battle came West in 1863 from upper New York
State; he was quite young when he arrived, just draft age.
His mother supplied the money to buy the farm and to
build the big square house upon it. When the house was
completed, George Battle sent for his mother to come to
live with him. She tried to come, that old woman who
thought that space stopped ten miles from her village.
She saw mythological places, New York and Rio and
Buenos Aires. Off Patagonia she died, and a ship’s watch
buried her in a grey ocean with a piece of canvas for her
coffin and three links of anchor chain sewn in between her
feet; and she had lacked the crowded company of her
home graveyard.


George Battle looked about for a good investment in a
woman. In Salinas he found Miss Myrtle Cameron, a
spinster of thirty-five, with a small fortune. Miss Myrtle
had been neglected because of a mild tendency to epilepsy,
a disease then called ‘fits’, and generally ascribed to animosity
on the part of the Deity. George did not mind the
epilepsy. He knew he couldn’t have everything he
wanted. Myrtle became his wife and bore him a son, and,
after twice trying to burn the house, was confined in a
little private prison called the Lippmann Sanitarium, in
San Jose. She spent the rest of her existence crocheting a
symbolic life of Christ in cotton thread.


Thereafter the big house on the Battle farm was
governed by a series of evil-tempered housekeepers of that
kind who advertise: ‘Widow, 45, wants position house-keeper
on farm. Good cook. Obj. Mat.’ One by one
they came and were sweet and sad for a few days until
they found out about Myrtle. After that they tramped
through the house with flashing eyes, feeling that they had
been abstractly raped.


George Battle was old at fifty, bent with work, pleasure-less
and dour. His eyes never left the ground he worked
on so patiently. His hands were hard and black and
covered with little crevices, like the pads of a bear. And
his farm was beautiful. The trees in the orchard were
trim and groomed, each one a counterpart of its fellows.
The vegetables grew crisp and green in their line-straight
rows. George cared for his house and kept a flower garden
in front of it. The upper story of the house had never
been lived in. This farm was a poem by the inarticulate
man. Patiently he built his scene and waited for a Sylvia.
No Sylvia ever came, but he kept the garden waiting for
her just the same. In all the years when his son was growing
up, George Battle paid very little attention to him.
Only the fruit trees and the fresh green rows of vegetables
were vital. When John, his son, went missionarying in a
caravan, George didn’t even miss him. He went on with
the work, yearly bending his body lower over his earth.
His neighbours never talked to him because he did not
listen to talk. His hands were permanently hooked, had
become sockets into which the handles of tools fitted
tightly. At sixty-five he died of old age and a cough.


John Battle came home in his caravan to claim the farm.
From his mother he had inherited both the epilepsy and
the mad knowledge of God. John’s life was devoted to a
struggle with devils. From camp meeting to camp meeting
he had gone, hurling his hands about, invoking devils
and then confounding them, exorcising and flaying incarnate
evil. When he arrived at home the devils still
claimed attention. The lines of vegetables went to seed,
volunteered a few times, and succumbed to the weeds.
The farm slipped back to Nature, but the devils grew
stronger and more importunate.


As a protection John Battle covered his clothes and
his hat with tiny cross-stitches in white thread, and, thus
armoured, made war on the dark legions. In the grey
dusk he sneaked about the farm armed with a heavy stick.
He charged into the underbrush, thrashed about with his
stick and shouted maledictions until the devils were driven
from cover. At night he crept through the thickets upon
a congregation of the demons, then fearlessly rushed forward,
striking viciously with his weapon. In the daytime
he went into his house and slept, for the devils did not
work in the light.


One day in the deepening twilight John crept carefully
upon a lilac bush in his own yard. He knew the bush
sheltered a secret gathering of fiends. When he was so
close that they could not escape, he jumped to his feet and
lunged towards the lilac, flailing his stick and screaming.
Aroused by the slashing blows, a snake rattled sleepily and
raised its flat, hard head. John dropped his stick and
shuddered, for the dry sharp warning of a snake is a terrifying
sound. He fell upon his knees and prayed for a
moment. Suddenly he shouted, ‘This is the damned
serpent. Out, devil,’ and sprang forward with clutching
fingers. The snake struck him three times in the throat
where there were no crosses to protect him. He struggled
very little, and died in a few minutes.


His neighbours only found him when the vultures began
to drop out of the sky, and the thing they found made
them dread the Battle farm after that.


For ten years the farm lay fallow. The children said
the house was haunted and made night excursions to it to
frighten themselves. There was something fearsome about
the gaunt old house with its staring vacant windows.
The white paint fell off in long scales; the shingles curled
up shaggily. The farm itself went completely wild. It
was owned by a distant cousin of George Battle’s, who had
never seen it.


In 1921 the Mustrovics took possession of the Battle
farm. Their coming was sudden and mysterious. One
morning they were there, an old man and his old wife,
skeleton people with tight yellow skin stretched and shiny
over their high cheek-bones. Neither of them spoke
English. Communication with the valley was carried on
by their son, a tall man with the same high cheek-bones,
with coarse-cropped black hair growing half-way down
his forehead, and with soft, sullen black eyes. He spoke
English with an accent, and he only spoke his wants.


At the store the people gently questioned him, but they
received no information.


‘We always thought that place was haunted. Seen any
ghosts yet?’ T. B. Allen, the storekeeper, asked.


‘No,’ said young Mustrovic.


‘It’s a good farm all right when you get the weeds off.’


Mustrovic turned and walked out of the store.


‘There’s something about that place,’ said Allen.
‘Everybody who lived there hates to talk.’


The old Mustrovics were rarely seen, but the young man
worked every daylight hour on the farm. All by himself
he cleared the land and planted it, pruned the trees and
sprayed them. At any hour he could be seen working
feverishly, half running about his tasks, with a look on his
face as though he expected time to stop before a crop was
in.


The family lived and slept in the kitchen of the big
house. All the other rooms were shut up and vacant, the
broken windows unmended. They had stuck flypaper
over the holes in the kitchen windows to keep out the air.
They did not paint the house nor take care of it in any way,
but under the frantic efforts of the young man the land
began to grow beautiful again. For two years he slaved
on the soil. In the grey of the dawn he emerged from the
house, and the last of the dusk was gone before he went
back into it.


One morning, Pat Humbert, driving to the store,
noticed that no smoke came from the Mustrovic chimney.
‘The place looks deserted again,’ he said to Allen.
‘ ’Course we never saw anybody but that young fellow
around there, but something’s wrong. What I mean is,
the place kind of feels deserted.’


For three days the neighbours watched the chimney
apprehensively. They hated to investigate and make
fools of themselves. On the fourth day Pat Humbert and
T. B. Allen and John Whiteside walked up to the house.
It was rustlingly still. It really did seem deserted. John
Whiteside knocked at the kitchen door. When there was
no answer and no movement, he turned the knob. The
door swung open. The kitchen was immaculately clean,
and the table set; there were dishes on the table, saucers of
porridge, and fried eggs and sliced bread. On the food a
little mould was forming. A few flies wandered aimlessly
about in the sunshine that came through the open door.
Pat Humbert shouted, ‘Anybody here?’ He knew he
was silly to do it.


They searched the house thoroughly, but it was vacant.
There was no furniture in any room except the kitchen.
The farm was completely deserted—had been deserted at
a moment’s notice.


Later, when the sheriff was informed, he found out
nothing revealing. The Mustrovics had paid cash for the
farm, and in going away had left no trace. No one saw
them go, and no one ever saw them again. There was not
even any crime in that part of the country that they might
have taken part in. Suddenly, just as they were about to
sit down to breakfast one morning, the Mustrovics had disappeared.
Many, many times the case was discussed at
the store, but no one could advance a tenable solution.


The weeds sprang up on the land again, and the wild
berry vines climbed into the branches of the fruit trees.
As though practice had made it adept, the farm fell
quickly back to wildness. It was sold for taxes to a
Monterey estate company, and the people of the Pastures
of Heaven, whether they admitted it or not, were convinced
that the Battle farm bore a curse. ‘It’s good land,’
they said, ‘but I wouldn’t own it if you gave it to me. I
don’t know what’s the matter, but there’s sure something
funny about that place, almost creepy. Wouldn’t be
hard for a fellow to believe in haunts.’


A pleasant shudder went through the people of the
Pastures of Heaven when they heard that the old Battle
farm was again to be occupied. The rumour was brought
in to the General Store by Pat Humbert, who had seen
motor-cars in front of the old house, and T. B. Allen, the
store proprietor, widely circulated the story. Allen
imagined all the circumstances surrounding the new
ownership and told them to his customers, beginning all
his confidences with ‘They say’. ‘They say the fellow
who’s bought the Battle place is one of those people that
goes about looking for ghosts and writing about them.’
T. B. Allen’s ‘they say’ was his protection. He used it as
newspapers use the word ‘alleged’.


Before Bert Munroe took possession of his new property,
there were a dozen stories about him circulating through
the Pastures of Heaven. He knew that the people who
were to be his new neighbours were staring at him although
he could never catch them at it. This secret
staring is developed to a high art among country people.
They have seen every uncovered bit of you, have tabulated
and memorised the clothes you are wearing, have
noticed the colour of your eyes and the shape of your nose,
and, finally, have reduced your figure and personality to
three or four adjectives, and all the time you thought they
were oblivious to your presence.


After he had bought the old place, Bert Munroe went to
work in the overgrown yard while a crew of carpenters
went through the house. Every stick of furniture was
taken out and burnt in the yard. Partitions were torn
down and other partitions put in. The walls were repapered
and the house re-roofed with asbestos shingles.
Finally a new coat of pale yellow paint was applied to the
outside.


Bert himself cut down all the vines, and all the trees in
the yard, to let in the light. Within three weeks the old
house had lost every vestige of its deserted, haunted look.
By stroke after stroke of genius it had been made to
look like a hundred thousand other country houses in the
west.


As soon as the paint inside and out was dry, the new
furniture arrived, overstuffed chairs and a davenport, an
enamelled stove, steel beds painted to look like wood and
guaranteed to provide a mathematical comfort. There
were mirrors with scalloped frames, Wilton rugs and prints
of pictures by a modern artist who has made blue popular.


With the furniture came Mrs. Munroe and the three
younger Munroes. Mrs. Munroe was a plump woman
who wore a rimless pince-nez on a ribbon. She was a
good house-manager. Again and again she had the new
furniture moved about until she was satisfied, but once
satisfied, once she had regarded the piece with a concentrated
gaze and then nodded and smiled, that piece was
fixed for ever, only to be moved for cleaning.


Her daughter Mae was a pretty girl with round smooth
cheeks and ripe lips. She was voluptuous of figure, but
under her chin there was a soft, pretty curve which indicated
a future plumpness like her mother’s. Mae’s eyes
were friendly and candid, not intelligent, but by no means
stupid. Imperceptibly she would grow to be her mother’s
double, a good manager, a mother of healthy children, a
good wife with no regrets.


In her own new room, Mae stuck dance programmes
between the glass and the frame of the mirror. On the
walls she hung framed photographs of her friends in Monterey,
and laid out her photograph album and her locked
diary on the little bedside table. In the diary she concealed
from prying eyes a completely uninteresting record
of dances, of parties, of recipes for candy and of mild preferences
for certain boys. Mae bought and made the
curtains for her own room, pale pink theatrical gauze to
strain the light, and a valance of flowered cretonne. On
her bedspread of gathered satin she arranged five boudoir
pillows in positions of abandon, and against them leaned a
long-legged French doll with clipped blonde hair and
with a cloth cigarette dangling from languid lips. Mae
considered that this doll proved her openness of mind,
her tolerance of things she did not quite approve. She
liked to have friends who had pasts, for, having such
friends and listening to them, destroyed in her any regret
that her own life had been blameless. She was nineteen;
she thought of marriage most of the time. When she was
out with boys she talked of ideals with some emotion.
Mae had very little conception of what ideals were except
that in some manner they governed the kind of kisses one
received while driving home from dances.


Jimmie Munroe was seventeen, just out of high school
and enormously cynical. In the presence of his parents,
Jimmie’s manner was usually sullen and secretive. He
knew he couldn’t trust them with his knowledge of the
world, for they would not understand. They belonged to
a generation which had no knowledge of sin nor of
heroism. A firm intention to give over one’s life to science
after gutting it of emotional possibilities would not be
tenderly received by his parents. By science, Jimmie
meant wireless, archæology and aeroplanes. He pictured
himself digging up golden vases in Peru. He dreamed of
shutting himself up in a cell-like workshop, and, after
years of agony and ridicule, of emerging with an aeroplane
new in design and devastating in speed.


Jimmie’s room in the new house became a clutter of
small machines as soon as he was settled. There was a
wireless crystal set with earphones, a hand-powered
magneto which operated a telegraph key, a brass telescope
and innumerable machines partly taken to pieces.
Jimmie, too, had a secret repository, an oaken box
fastened with a heavy padlock. In the box were: half a
tin of dynamite caps, an old revolver, a package of
Melachrino’s cigarettes, three contraptions known as
Merry Widows, a small flask of peach brandy, a paper-knife
shaped like a dagger, four bundles of letters from
four different girls, sixteen lipsticks pilfered from dance
partners, a box containing mementoes of current loves—dried
flowers, handkerchiefs and buttons, and, most
prized of all, a round garter covered with black lace.
Jimmie had forgotten how he really got the garter. What
he did remember was far more satisfactory anyway. He
always locked his bedroom door before he unlocked the
box.


In high school Jimmie’s score of sinfulness had been
equalled by many of his friends and easily passed by some.
Soon after moving to the Pastures of Heaven, he found that
his iniquities were unique. He came to regard himself as
a reformed rake, but one not reformed beyond possible
outbreak. It gave him a powerful advantage with the
younger girls of the valley to have lived so fully. Jimmy
was rather a handsome boy, lean and well made, dark of
hair and eyes.


Manfred, the youngest boy, ordinarily called Manny,
was a serious child of seven, whose face was pinched and
drawn by adenoids. His parents knew about the adenoids;
they had even talked of having them removed.
Manny became terrified of the operation, and his mother,
seeing this, had used it as a deterrent threat when he was
bad. Now, a mention of having his adenoids removed
made Manny hysterical with terror. Mr. and Mrs.
Munroe considered him a thoughtful child, perhaps a
genius. He played usually by himself, or sat for hours
staring into space, ‘dreaming’, his mother said. They
would not know for some years that he was subnormal, his
brain development arrested by his adenoidal condition.
Ordinarily Manny was a good child, tractable and easily
terrified into obedience, but, if he were terrified a little too
much, a hysteria resulted that robbed him of his self-control
and even of a sense of self-preservation. He had
been known to beat his forehead on the floor until the
blood ran into his eyes.


Bert Munroe came to the Pastures of Heaven because he
was tired of battling with a force which invariably defeated
him. He had engaged in many enterprises and every one
had failed, not through any shortcoming on Bert’s part,
but through mishaps, which, if taken alone, were accidents.
Bert saw all the accidents together and they seemed to
him the acts of a Fate malignant to his success. He was
tired of fighting the nameless thing that stopped every
avenue to success. Bert was only fifty-five, but he wanted
to rest; he was half convinced that a curse rested upon
him.


Years ago he opened a garage on the edge of a town.
Business was good; money began to roll in. When he considered
himself safe, the state highway came through by
another street and left him stranded without business. He
sold the garage a year or so later and opened a grocer’s
shop. Again he was successful. He paid off his indebtedness
and began to put money in the bank. A multiple
grocery crowded up against him, opened a price war and
forced him from business. Bert was a sensitive man.
Such things as these had happened to him a dozen times.
Just when his success seemed permanent, the curse struck
him. His self-confidence dwindled. When the war
broke out his spirit was nearly gone. He knew there was
money to be made from the war, but he was afraid, after
having been beaten so often.


He had to reassure himself a great deal before he made
his first contract for beans for the army. In the first year
of business he made fifty thousand dollars, the second year
two hundred thousand. The third year he contracted for
thousands of acres of beans before they were even planted.
By his contracts he guaranteed to pay ten cents a pound
for the crops. He could sell all the beans he could get for
eighteen cents a pound. The war ended in November,
and he sold his crop for four cents a pound. He had a
little less money than when he started.


This time he was sure of the curse. His spirit was so
badly broken that he didn’t leave his house very often.
He worked in the garden, planted a few vegetables and
brooded over the enmity of his fate. Slowly, over a period
of stagnant years, a nostalgia for the soil grew in him. In
farming, he thought, lay the only line of endeavour that
did not cross with his fate. He thought perhaps he could
find rest and security on a little farm.


The Battle place was offered for sale by a Monterey
estate company. Bert looked at the farm, saw the changes
that could be made, and bought it. At first his family
opposed the move, but, when he had cleaned the yard,
installed electricity and a telephone in the house, and
made it comfortable with new furniture, they were almost
enthusiastic about it. Mrs. Munroe thought any change
desirable that would stop Bert’s moping in the yard in
Monterey.


The moment he had bought the farm, Bert felt free.
The doom was gone. He knew he was safe from his curse.
Within a month his shoulders straightened, and his face
lost its haunted look. He became an enthusiastic farmer;
he read exhaustively on farming methods, hired a helper
and worked from morning until night. Every day was a
new excitement to him. Every seed sprouting out of the
ground seemed to renew a promise of immunity to him.
He was happy, and because he was confident again, he
began to make friends in the valley and to entrench his
position.


It is a difficult thing and one requiring great tact
quickly to become accepted in a rural community. The
people of the valley had watched the advent of the Munroe
family with a little animosity. The Battle farm was
haunted. They had always considered it so, even those
who laughed at the idea. Now a man came along and
proved them wrong. More than that, he changed the
face of the countryside by removing the accursed farm and
substituting a harmless and fertile farm. The people
were used to the Battle place as it was. Secretly they
resented the change.


That Bert could remove this animosity was remarkable.
Within three months he had become a part of the valley, a
solid man, a neighbour. He borrowed tools and had
tools borrowed from him. At the end of six months he
was elected a member of the school board. To a large
extent Bert’s own happiness at being free of his Furies
made the people like him. In addition he was a kindly
man; he enjoyed doing favours for his friends, and, more
important, he had no hesitation in asking favours.


At the store he explained his position to a group of
farmers, and they admixed the honesty of his explanation.
It was soon after he had come to the valley. T. B. Allen
asked his old question:


‘We always kind of thought that place was cursed.
Lots of funny things have happened there. Seen any
ghosts yet?’


Bert laughed. ‘If you take away all the food from a
place, the rats will leave,’ he said. ‘I took all the oldness
and darkness away from that place. That’s what ghosts
live on.’


‘You sure made a nice-looking place of it,’ Allen admitted.
‘There ain’t a better place in the Pastures when
it’s kept up.’


Bert had been frowning soberly as a new thought began
to work in his mind. ‘I’ve had a lot of bad luck,’ he said.
‘I’ve been in a lot of businesses and every one turned out
bad. When I came down here, I had a kind of an idea
that I was under a curse.’ Suddenly he laughed delightedly
at the thought that had come to him. ‘And
what do I do? First thing out of the box, I buy a place
that’s supposed to be under a curse. Well, I just happened
to think, maybe my curse and the farm’s curse got
to fighting and killed each other off. I’m dead certain
they’ve gone, anyway.’


The men laughed with him. T. B. Allen whacked his
hand down on the counter. ‘That’s a good one,’ he cried.
‘But here’s a better one. Maybe your curse and the
farm’s curse has mated and gone into a gopher hole like a
pair of rattlesnakes. Maybe there’ll be a lot of baby
curses crawling around the Pastures the first thing we
know.’


The gathered men roared with laughter at that, and
T. B. Allen memorised the whole scene so that he could
repeat it. It was almost like the talk in a play, he thought.



Chapter Three


Edward Wicks lived in a small, gloomy house on
the edge of the country road in the Pastures of
Heaven. Behind the house there was a peach
orchard and a large vegetable garden. While Edward
Wicks took care of the peaches, his wife and beautiful
daughter cultivated the garden and got the peas and
string beans and early strawberries ready to be sold in
Monterey.


Edward Wicks had a blunt, brown face and small, cold
eyes almost devoid of lashes. He was known as the
trickiest man in the valley. He drove hard deals and was
never so happy as when he could force a few cents more
out of his peaches than his neighbours did. When he
could, he cheated ethically in the horse trade, and because
of his acuteness he gained the respect of the community,
but, strangely, became no richer. However, he liked to
pretend that he was putting by money in securities. At
school board meetings he asked the advice of the other
members about various bonds, and in this way managed
to give them the impression that his savings were considerable.
The people of the valley called him ‘Shark’ Wicks.


‘Shark?’ they said. ‘Oh, I’d guess he was worth about
twenty thousand, maybe more. He’s nobody’s fool.’


And the truth was that Shark had never had more than
five hundred dollars at one time in his life.


Shark’s greatest pleasure came of being considered a
wealthy man. Indeed, he enjoyed it so much that the
wealth itself became real to him. Setting his imaginary
fortune at fifty thousand dollars, he kept a ledger in which
he calculated his interest and entered records of his various
investments. These manipulations were the first joy of
his life.


An oil company was formed in Salinas with the purpose
of boring a well in the southern part of Monterey county.
When he heard of it, Shark walked over to the farm of
John Whiteside to discuss the value of its stock. ‘I’ve been
wondering about that South County Oil Company,’ he
said.


‘Well, the geologist’s report sounds good,’ said John
Whiteside. ‘I have always heard that there was oil in
that section. I heard it years ago.’ John Whiteside was
often consulted in such matters. ‘Of course I wouldn’t
put too much into it.’


Shark creased his lower lip with his fingers and pondered
for a moment. ‘I’ve been turning it over in my mind,’ he
said. ‘It looks like a pretty good proposition to me. I’ve
got about ten thousand lying around that ain’t bringing in
what it should. I guess I’d better look into it pretty carefully.
Just thought I’d see what your opinion was.’


But Shark’s mind was already made up. When he got
home, he took down the ledger and withdrew ten thousand
dollars from his imaginary bank account. Then he
entered one thousand shares of Southern County Oil
Company stock to his list of securities. From that day on
he watched the stock lists feverishly. When the price rose
a little, he went about whistling monotonously, and when
the price dropped, he felt a lump of apprehension forming
in his throat. At length, when there came a quick rise in
the price of South County, Shark was so elated that he
went to the Pastures of Heaven General Store and bought
a black marble mantel clock with onyx columns on either
side of the dial and a bronze horse to go on top of it. The
men in the store looked wise and whispered that Shark was
about to make a pile.


A week later the stock dropped out of sight and the company
disappeared. The moment he heard the news,
Shark dragged out his ledger and entered the fact that he
had sold his shares the day before the crash—had sold
with a two-thousand-dollar profit.


Pat Humbert, driving back from Monterey, stopped his
car on the county road in front of Shark’s house. ‘I heard
you got washed out in that South County stock,’ he
observed.


Shark smiled contentedly. ‘What do you think I am,
Pat? I sold out two days ago. You ought to know as
well as the next man that I ain’t a sucker. I knew that
stock was dud, but I also know it would take a rise so the
backers could get out whole. When they unloaded, I did
too.’


‘The hell you did!’ said Pat admiringly. And when he
went into the General Store he passed the information on.
Men nodded their heads and made new guesses at the
amount of Shark’s money. They admitted they’d hate to
come up against him in a business deal.


At this time Shark borrowed four hundred dollars from
a Monterey bank and bought a second-hand Fordson
tractor.


Gradually his reputation for good judgment and foresight
became so great that no man in the Pastures of
Heaven thought of buying a bond or a piece of land or
even a horse without first consulting Shark Wicks. With
each of his admirers Shark went carefully into the problem
and ended by giving startlingly good advice.


In a few years his ledger showed that he had accumulated
one hundred and twenty-five thousand dollars
through sagacious investing. When his neighbours saw
that he lived like a poor man, they respected him the
more because his riches did not turn his head. He was
nobody’s fool. His wife and beautiful daughter still cared
for the vegetables and prepared them for sale in Monterey,
while Shark attended to the thousand duties of the
orchard.


In Shark’s life there had been no literary romance. At
nineteen he took Katherine Mullock to three dances because
she was available. This started the machine of precedent
and he married her because her family and all of
the neighbours expected it. Katherine was not pretty,
but she had the firm freshness of a new weed, and the
bridling vigour of a young mare. After her marriage she
lost her vigour and her freshness as a flower does once it
has received pollen. Her face sagged, her hips broadened,
and she entered into her second destiny, that of
work.


In his treatment of her, Shark was neither tender nor
cruel. He governed her with the same gentle inflexibility
he used with horses. Cruelty would have seemed to him
as foolish as indulgence. He never talked to her as to a
human, never spoke of his hopes or thoughts or failures, of
his paper wealth nor of the peach crop. Katherine would
have been puzzled and worried if he had. Her life was
sufficiently complicated without the added burden of
another’s thoughts and problems.


The brown Wicks house was the only unbeautiful thing
on the farm. The trash and litter of Nature disappears
into the ground with the passing of each year, but man’s
litter has more permanence. The yard was strewn with
old sacks, with papers, bits of broken glass and tangles of
baling wire. The only place on the farm where grass and
flowers would not grow was the hard-caked dirt round the
house, dirt made sterile and unfriendly by emptied tubs of
soapy water. Shark irrigated his orchard, but he could
see no reason for wasting good water around the house.


When Alice was born, the women of the Pastures of
Heaven came herding into Shark’s house prepared to
exclaim that it was a pretty baby. When they saw it was
a beautiful baby, they did not know what to say. Those
feminine exclamations of delight designed to reassure
young mothers that the horrible reptilian creatures in
their arms are human and will not grow up to be monstrosities,
lost their meaning. Furthermore, Katherine
had looked at her child with eyes untainted by the artificial
enthusiasm with which most women smother their
disappointments. When Katherine had seen that the
baby was beautiful, she was filled with wonder and with
awe and misgiving. The fact of Alice’s beauty was too
marvellous to be without retribution. Pretty babies,
Katherine said to herself, usually turned out ugly men and
women. By saying it, she beat off some of the misgiving
as though she had apprehended Fate at its tricks and
robbed it of potency by her foreknowledge.


On that first day of visiting, Shark heard one of the
women say to another in a tone of unbelief, ‘But it really
is a pretty baby. How do you suppose it could be so
pretty?’


Shark went back to the bedroom and looked long at his
little daughter. Out in the orchard he pondered over the
matter. The baby really was beautiful. It was foolish to
think that he or Katherine or any of their relatives had
anything to do with it, for they were all plain even as
ordinary people go. Clearly a very precious thing had
been given to him, and, since precious things were universally
coveted, Alice must be protected. Shark believed
in God when he thought of it, of course, as that shadowy
being who did everything he could not understand.





Alice grew and became more and more beautiful. Her
skin was as lucent and rich as poppies; her black hair had
the soft crispness of fern stems; her eyes were misty skies of
promise. One looked into the child’s serious eyes and
started forward thinking—‘Something is in there that I
know, something I seem to remember sharply, or something
I have spent all my life searching for.’ Then Alice
turned her head. ‘Why! It is only a lovely little girl.’


Shark saw this recognition take place in many people.
He saw men blush when they looked at her, saw little boys
fight like tigers when she was about.


He thought he read covetousness in every male face.
Often when he was working in the orchard he tortured
himself by imagining scenes wherein gipsies stole the little
girl. A dozen times a day he cautioned her against dangerous
things: the heels of horses, the highness of fences,
the danger that lurked in gullies and the absolute suicide
of crossing a road without carefully looking for approaching
motor-cars. Every neighbour, every pedlar and,
worst of all, every stranger he looked upon as a possible
kidnapper. When tramps were reported in the Pastures
of Heaven he never let the little girl out of his sight.
Picnickers wondered at Shark’s ferocity in ordering them
off his land.


As for Katherine, the constantly increasing beauty of
Alice augmented her misgiving. Destiny was waiting to
strike, and that could only mean that destiny was storing
strength for a more violent blow. She became the slave
of her daughter, hovered about and did little services such
as one might accord an invalid who is soon to die.


In spite of the worship of the Wickses for their child and
their fears for her safety and their miser-like gloating over
her beauty, they both knew that their lovely daughter was
an incredibly stupid, dull and backward little girl. In
Shark, this knowledge only added to his fears, for he was
convinced that she could not take care of herself and would
become an easy prey to anyone who wished to make off
with her. But to Katherine, Alice’s stupidity was a
pleasant thing since it presented so many means by which
her mother could help her. By helping, Katherine proved
a superiority, and cut down to some extent the great gap
between them. Katherine was glad of every weakness in
her daughter, since each one made her feel closer and more
worthy.


When Alice turned fourteen a new responsibility was
added to the many her father felt concerning her. Before
that time Shark had only feared her loss or disfigurement,
but after that he was terrified at the thought of her loss of
chastity. Little by little, through much dwelling on the
subject, this last fear absorbed the other two. He came
to regard the possible ruin of his daughter as both loss and
disfigurement. From that time on he was uncomfortable
and suspicious when any man or boy was near the farm.


The subject became a nightmare to him. Over and
over he cautioned his wife never to let Alice out of her
sight. ‘You just can’t tell what might happen,’ he repeated,
his pale eyes flaring with suspicions. ‘You just
can’t tell what might happen.’ His daughter’s mental
inadequateness greatly increased his fear. Anyone, he
thought, might ruin her. Anyone at all who was left alone
with her might misuse her. And she couldn’t protect herself,
because she was so stupid. No man ever guarded his
prize bitch more closely than Shark watched his daughter.


After a time Shark was no longer satisfied with her
purity unless he had been assured of it. Each month he
pestered his wife. He knew the dates better than she did.
‘Is she all right?’ he asked wolfishly.


Katherine answered contemptuously, ‘Not yet.’


A few hours later—‘Is she all right?’


He kept this up until at last Katherine answered, ‘Of
course she’s all right. What did you think?’


This answer satisfied Shark for a month, but it did not
decrease his watchfulness. The chastity was intact,
therefore it was still to be guarded.


Shark knew that some day Alice would want to get
married, but, often as the thought came to him, he put it
away and tried to forget it, for he regarded her marriage
with no less repugnance than her seduction. She was a
precious thing, to be watched and preserved. To him it
was not a moral problem, but an aesthetic one. Once she
was married, she would no longer be the precious thing he
treasured so. He did not love her as a father loves a child.
Rather he hoarded her, and gloated over the possession of
a fine, unique thing. Gradually, as he asked his question—‘Is
she all right?’—month by month, this chastity came
to symbolise her health, her preservation, her intactness.


One day when Alice was sixteen, Shark went to his wife
with a worried look on his face. ‘You know we really
can’t tell if she’s all right—that is—we couldn’t really be
sure unless we took her to a doctor.’


For a moment Katherine stared at him, trying to realise
what the words meant. Then she lost her temper for the
first time in her life. ‘You’re a dirty, suspicious skunk,’
she told him. ‘You get out of here! And if you ever talk
about it again, I’ll—I’ll go away.’


Shark was a little astonished, but not frightened, at her
outburst. He did, however, give up the idea of a medical
examination, and merely contented himself with his
monthly question.


Meanwhile, Shark’s ledger fortune continued to grow.
Every night, after Katherine and Alice had gone to bed, he
took down the thick book and opened it under the hanging
lamp. Then his pale eyes narrowed and his blunt
face took on a crafty look while he planned his investments
and calculated his interest. His lips moved
slightly, for now he was telephoning an order for stock.
A stern and yet sorrowful look crossed his face when he
foreclosed a mortgage on a good farm. ‘I hate to do this,’
he whispered. ‘You folks ‘ve got to realise it’s just
business.’


Shark dipped his pen in the ink-bottle and entered the
fact of the foreclosure in his ledger. ‘Lettuce,’ he mused.
‘Everybody’s putting in lettuce. The market’s going to
be flooded. Seems to me I might put in potatoes and
make some money. That’s fine bottom land.’ He noted
in the book the planting of three hundred acres of potatoes.
His eye travelled along the line. Thirty thousand
dollars lay in the bank just drawing bank interest. It
seemed a shame. The money was practically idle. A
frown of concentration settled over his eyes. He wondered
how San Jose Building and Loan was. It paid six
per cent. It wouldn’t do to rush into it blindly without
investigating the company. As he closed the ledger for
the night, Shark determined to talk to John Whiteside
about it. Sometimes those companies went broke, the
directors absconded, he thought uneasily.


Before the Munroe family moved into the valley, Shark
suspected all men and boys of evil intent towards Alice,
but when once he had set eyes on young Jimmie Munroe,
his fear and suspicion narrowed until it had all settled
upon the sophisticated Jimmie. The boy was lean and
handsome of face, his mouth was well developed and
sensual, and his eyes shone with that insulting cockiness
high school boys assume. Jimmie was said to drink gin;
he wore town clothes of wool—never overalls. His hair
shone with oil, and his whole manner and posture were of
a rakishness that set the girls of the Pastures of Heaven
giggling and squirming with admiration and embarrassment.
Jimmie watched the girls with quiet, cynical eyes,
and tried to appear dissipated for their benefit. He knew
that young girls are vastly attracted to young men with
pasts. Jimmie had a past. He had been drunk several
times at the Riverside Dance Palace; he had kissed at
least a hundred girls, and, on three occasions, he had sinful
adventures in the willows by the Salinas River.
Jimmie tried to make his face confess his vicious life, but,
fearing that his appearance was not enough, he let loose a
number of mischievous little rumours that darted about
the Pastures of Heaven with flattering speed.


Shark Wicks heard the rumours. In Shark there grew
up a hatred of Jimmie Munroe that was born of fear of
Jimmie’s way with women. What chance, Shark thought,
would beautiful, stupid Alice have against one so steeped
in knowledge of worldliness?


Before Alice had ever seen the boy, Shark forbade her to
see him. He spoke with such vehemence that a mild
interest was aroused in the dull brain of the girl.


‘Don’t you ever let me catch you talking to that Jimmie
Munroe,’ he told her.


‘Who’s Jimmie Munroe, Papa?’


‘Never you mind who he is. Just don’t let me catch
you talking to him. You hear me! Why! I’ll skin you
alive if you even look at him.’


Shark had never laid a hand on Alice for the same
reason that he would not have whipped a Dresden vase.
He even hesitated to caress her for fear of leaving a mark.
Punishment was never necessary. Alice had always been
a good and tractable child. Badness must originate in an
idea or an ambition. She had never experienced either.


And again—‘You haven’t been talking to that Jimmie
Munroe, have you?’


‘No, Papa.’


‘Well, just don’t let me catch you at it.’


After a number of repetitions of this order, a conviction
crept into the thickened cells of Alice’s brain that she
would really like to see Jimmie Munroe. She even had a
dream about him, which shows how deeply she was stirred.
Alice very rarely dreamt about anything. In her dream,
a man who looked like the Indian on her bedroom calendar,
and whose name was Jimmie, drove up in a shiny
motor-car and gave her a large juicy peach. When she
bit into the peach, the juice ran down her chin and embarrassed
her. Then her mother awakened her, for she
was snoring. Katherine was glad her daughter snored.
It was one of the equalling imperfections. But at the
same time it was not ladylike.





Shark Wicks received a telegram. ‘Aunt Nellie passed
away last night. Funeral Saturday.’ He got into his
Ford and drove to the farm of John Whiteside to say he
couldn’t attend the school board meeting. John Whiteside
was clerk of the board. Before he left, Shark looked
worried for a moment and then said, ‘I’ve been wanting
to ask you what you thought about that San Jose Building
and Loan Company.’


John Whiteside smiled. ‘I don’t know much about
that particular company,’ he said.


‘Well, I’ve got thirty thousand lying in the bank drawing
three per cent. I thought I could get a little more
interest than that if I looked about.’


John Whiteside pursed his lips and blew softly and
tapped the stream of air with his forefinger. ‘Off-hand,
I’d say Building and Loan was your best bet.’


‘Oh, that ain’t my way of doing business. I don’t want
bets,’ Shark cut in. ‘If I can’t see a sure profit in a thing,
I won’t go into it. Too many people bet.’


‘That was only a manner of speaking, Mr. Wicks. Few
Building and Loan Companies go under. And they pay
good interest.’


‘I’ll look into it, anyway,’ Shark decided. ‘I’m going
up to Oakland for Aunt Nellie’s funeral, and I’ll just stop
a few hours in San Jose and look into this company.’


At the Pastures of Heaven General Store that night
there were new guesses made at the amount of Shark’s
wealth, for Shark had asked the advice of several men.


‘Well, anyway, there’s one thing you can say,’ T. B.
Allen concluded, ‘Shark Wicks is nobody’s fool. He’ll
ask a man’s advice as well as the next one, but he’s not
going to take anybody’s say-so until he looks into it
himself.’


‘Oh, he’s nobody’s fool,’ the gathering concurred.


Shark went to Oakland on Saturday morning, leaving
his wife and daughter alone for the first time in his life.
On Saturday evening Tom Breman called in to take
Katherine and Alice to a dance at the schoolhouse.


‘Oh, I don’t think Mr. Wicks would like it,’ Katherine
said, in a thrilled, frightened tone.


‘He didn’t tell you not to go, did he?’


‘No, but—he’s never been away before. I don’t think
he’d like it.’


‘He just never thought of it,’ Tom Breman assured her.
‘Come on! Get your things on.’


‘Let’s go, Ma,’ said Alice.


Katherine knew her daughter could make such an easy
decision because she was too stupid to be afraid. Alice
was no judge of consequences. She couldn’t think of the
weeks of torturing conversation that would follow when
Shark returned. Katherine could hear him already, ‘I
don’t see why you’d want to go when I wasn’t here. When
I left, I kind of thought you two would look after the place,
and the first thing you did was to run off to a dance.’
And then the questions—‘Who did Alice dance with?
Well—what did he say? Why didn’t you hear it? You
ought to have heard.’ There would be no anger on
Shark’s part, but for weeks and weeks he would talk about
it, just keep talking about it until she hated the whole
subject of dances. And when the right time of the month
came round, his questions would buzz like mosquitoes,
until he was sure Alice wasn’t going to have a baby.
Katherine didn’t think it worth the fun of going to the
dance if she had to listen to all the fuss afterwards.


‘Let’s go, Ma,’ Alice begged her. ‘We never went anywhere
alone in our lives.’


A wave of pity arose in Katherine. The poor girl had
never had a moment of privacy in her life. She had never
talked nonsense with a boy because her father would not
let her out of earshot.


‘All right,’ she decided breathlessly. ‘If Mr. Breman
will wait till we get ready, we will go.’ She felt very brave
to be encouraging Shark’s uneasiness.


Too great beauty is almost as great a disadvantage to a
country girl as ugliness is. When the country boys looked
at Alice, their throats tightened, their hands and feet grew
restless and huge, and their necks turned red. Nothing
could force them to talk to her nor to dance with her. Instead,
they danced furiously with less beautiful girls, became
as noisy as self-conscious children and showed off
frantically. When her head was turned, they peeked at
Alice, but when she looked at them, they strove to give an
impression of unawareness of her presence. Alice, who
had always been treated in this way, was fairly unconscious
of her beauty. She was almost resigned to the
status of a wallflower at the dances.


Jimmie Munroe was leaning against a wall with elegant
nonchalance and superb ennui when Katherine and Alice
entered the schoolhouse door. Jimmie’s trousers had
twenty-seven-inch bottoms, his patent leather shoes were
as square across the toes as bricks. A black jazz-bow tie
fluttered at the neck of a white silk shirt, and his hair lay
glitteringly on his head. Jimmie was a town boy. He
swooped like a lazy hawk. Before Alice had taken off her
coat he was beside her. In the tired voice he had acquired
at high school he demanded, ‘Dancing, baby?’


‘Huh?’ said Alice.


‘How’d you like to dance with me?’


‘Dance, you mean?’ Alice turned her smoky promiseful
eyes on him, and the stupid question became humorous
and delightful, and at the same time it hinted at other
things which moved and excited even the cynical Jimmie.


‘Dance?’ he thought she asked. ‘Only dance?’ And
in spite of his high school training, Jimmie’s throat
tightened, his feet and hands shifted nervously and the
blood rose to his neck.


Alice turned to her mother, who was already talking
with Mrs. Breman that peculiar culinary gabble of housekeepers.
‘Ma,’ said Alice, ‘can I dance?’


Katherine smiled. ‘Go on,’ she said, and then, ‘Enjoy
yourself for once.’


Jimmie found that Alice danced badly. When the
music stopped, ‘It’s hot in here, isn’t it? Let’s stroll outside,’
he suggested. And he led her out under the willow
trees in the schoolhouse yard.


Meanwhile a woman who had been standing in the
porch of the schoolhouse went inside and whispered in
Katherine’s ear. Katherine started up and hurried outside.
‘Alice!’ she called wildly. ‘Alice, you come here!’


When the wayward two appeared out of the shadows,
Katherine turned on Jimmie. ‘You keep away. Do you
hear me? You keep away from this girl or you’ll get into
trouble.’


Jimmie’s manhood melted. He felt like a smacked
child. He hated it, but he couldn’t override it.


Katherine led her daughter into the schoolhouse again.
‘Didn’t your father tell you to keep away from Jimmie
Munroe? Didn’t he?’ she demanded. Katherine was
terrified.


‘Was that him?’ Alice whispered.


‘Of course it was. What were you two doing out
there?’


‘Kissing,’ said Alice in an awed voice.


Katherine’s mouth dropped open. ‘Oh, Lord!’ she
said. ‘Oh, Lord, what shall I do?’


‘Is it bad, Ma?’


Katherine frowned. ‘No—no, of course it’s not bad,’
she cried. ‘It’s—good. But don’t you ever let your
father know about it. Don’t you tell him even if he asks
you! He—why, he’d go crazy. And you sit here beside
me the rest of the evening, and don’t you see Jimmie Munroe
any more, will you? Maybe your father won’t hear
about it. Oh, Lord, I hope he don’t hear about it?’


On Monday Shark Wicks got off the evening train in
Salinas, and took a bus to the cross-roads which ran from
the highway into the Pastures of Heaven. Shark clutched
his bag and began the four-mile walk home.


The night was clear and sweet and heavy with stars.
The faint mysterious sounds of the hills welcomed him
home and set up reveries in his head so that he forgot his
footsteps.


He had been pleased with the funeral. The flowers
were nice, and there were so many of them. The weeping
of the women and the solemn tiptoeing of the men had set
up a gentle sorrow in Shark which was far from unpleasant.
Even the profound ritual of the church, which no
one understood nor listened to, had been a drug which
poured sweet mysterious juices into his body and his brain.
The church opened and closed over him for an hour, and
out of his contact he had brought the drowsy peace of
strong flowers and drifting incense, and the glow of
relationship with eternity. These things were wrought in
him by the huge simplicity of the burial.


Shark had never known his Aunt Nellie very well, but
he had thoroughly enjoyed her funeral. In some way his
relatives had heard of his wealth, for they treated him with
deference and dignity. Now, as he walked home, he
thought of these things again, and his pleasure speeded up
the time, shortened the road and brought him quickly to
the Pastures of Heaven General Store. Shark went in,
for he knew he would find someone in the store who would
report on the valley and its affairs during his absence.


T. B. Allen, the proprietor, knew everything that happened,
and also he enhanced the interest of every bit of
news by simulating a reluctance to tell it. The most
stupid piece of gossip became exciting when old T. B. had
it to tell.


No one but the owner was in the store when Shark
entered. T. B. let down his chair back from the wall, and
his eyes sparkled with interest.


‘Hear you’ve been away,’ he suggested in a tone that
invited confidence.


‘Been up to Oakland,’ said Shark. ‘I had to go to a
funeral. Though I might as well do some business at the
same time.’


T. B. waited as long for elaboration as he thought
decent. ‘Anything happen, Shark?’


‘Well, I don’t know if you’d call it that. I was looking
into a company.’


‘Put any money in?’ T. B. asked respectfully.


‘Some.’


Both men looked at the floor.


‘Anything happen while I was gone?’


Immediately a look of reluctance came over the face of
the old man. One read a dislike for saying just what had
happened, a natural aversion for scandal. ‘Dance at the
schoolhouse,’ he admitted at last.


‘Yes, I knew about that.’


T. B. squirmed. Apparently there was a struggle going
on in his mind. Should he tell Shark what he knew, for
Shark’s own good, or should he keep all knowledge to himself?
Shark watched the struggle with interest. He had
seen others like it many times before.


‘Well, what is it?’ he prodded.


‘Hear there might be a wedding pretty soon.’


‘Yeah? Who?’


‘Well, pretty close to home, I guess.’


‘Who?’ Shark asked again.


T. B. struggled vainly and lost. ‘You,’ he admitted.


Shark chuckled. ‘Me?’


‘Alice.’


Shark stiffened and stared at the old man. Then he
stepped forward and stood over him threateningly.
‘What do you mean? Tell me what you mean—you!’


T. B. knew he had overstepped. He cowered away
from Shark. ‘Now don’t, Mr. Wicks! Don’t you do
nothing!’


‘Tell me what you mean! Tell me everything.’ Shark
grasped T. B. by the shoulder and shook him fiercely.


‘Well, it was only at the dance—just at the dance.’


‘Alice was at the dance?’


‘Uh-huh.’


‘What was she doing there?’


‘I don’t know, I mean, nothing.’


Shark pulled him out of his chair and stood him roughly
on his fumbling feet. ‘Tell me!’ he demanded.


The old man whimpered. ‘She just walked out in the
yard with Jimmie Munroe.’


Shark had both of the shoulders now. He shook the
terrified storekeeper like a sack. ‘Tell me! What did
they do?’


‘I don’t know, Mr. Wicks.’


‘Tell me.’


‘Well, Miss Burke—Miss Burke said—they was kissing.’


Shark dropped the sack and sat down. He was appalled
with a sense of loss. While he glared at T. B. Allen, his
brain fought with the problem of his daughter’s impurity.
It did not occur to him that the passage had stopped with a
kiss. Shark moved his head, and his eyes roved helplessly
round the store. T. B. saw his eyes pass over the glass-fronted
gun-case.


‘Don’t you do nothing, Shark,’ he cried. ‘Them guns
ain’t yours.’


Shark hadn’t seen the guns at all, but now that his
attention was directed towards them he leaped up, threw
open the sliding glass door and took out a heavy rifle. He
tore off the price tag and tossed a box of cartridges into his
pocket. Then, without a glance at the storekeeper, he
strode out into the dark. And old T. B. was at the telephone
before Shark’s quick footsteps had died away into
the night.


As Shark walked quickly along towards the Munroe
place his thoughts raced hopelessly. He was sure of one
thing, though, now that he had walked a little: he didn’t
want to kill Jimmie Munroe. He hadn’t even been thinking
about shooting him until the storekeeper suggested the
idea. Then he had acted upon it without thinking.
What could he do now? He tried to picture what he
would do when he came to the Munroe house. Perhaps
he would have to shoot Jimmie Munroe. Maybe things
would fall out in a way that would force him to commit
murder to maintain his dignity in the Pastures of Heaven.


Shark heard a car coming and stepped into the brush
while it roared by, with a wide open throttle. He would
be getting there pretty soon, and he didn’t hate Jimmie
Munroe. He didn’t hate anything except the hollow
feeling that had entered him when he heard of Alice’s loss
of virtue. Now he could only think of his daughter as one
who was dead.


Ahead of him, he could see the lights of the Munroe
house now. And Shark knew that he couldn’t shoot
Jimmie. Even if he were laughed at, he couldn’t shoot the
boy. There was no murder in him. He decided that he
would look in at the gate and then go along home. Maybe
people would laugh at him, but he simply could not
shoot anybody.


Suddenly a man stepped from the shadows of a bush and
shouted at him, ‘Put down that gun, Wicks, and put up
your hands.’


Shark laid the rifle on the ground with a kind of tired
obedience. He recognised the voice of the deputy sheriff.
‘Hello, Jack,’ he said.


Then there were people all round him. Shark saw
Jimmie’s frightened face in the background. Bert Munroe
was frightened too. He said, ‘What did you want to
shoot Jimmie for? He didn’t hurt you. Old T. B.
phoned me. I’ve got to put you where you can’t do any
harm.’


‘You can’t jail him,’ the deputy said. ‘He hasn’t done
anything. Only thing you can do is put him under bond
to keep the peace.’


‘Is that so? I guess I’ll have to do that, then.’ Bert’s
voice was trembling.


‘You’d better ask for a big bond,’ the deputy went
on. ‘Shark’s a pretty rich man. Come on! We’ll
take him into Salinas now, and you can make your
complaint.’


Next morning Shark Wicks walked listlessly into his
house and lay down on his bed. His eyes were dull and
tired, but he kept them open. His arms lay as loosely as
a corpse’s arms beside him. Hour after hour he lay
there.


Katherine, from the vegetable garden, saw him go into
the house. She was bitterly glad of the slump of his
shoulders and of his head’s weak carriage, but when she
went in to get luncheon ready, she walked on her toes and
cautioned Alice to move quietly.


At three o’clock Katherine looked in at the bedroom
door. ‘Alice was all right,’ she said. ‘You should have
asked me before you did anything.’


Shark did not answer her nor change his position.


‘Don’t you believe me?’ The loss of vitality in her
husband frightened her. ‘If you don’t believe me, we can
get a doctor. I’ll send for one now if you don’t believe
me.’


Shark’s head did not turn. ‘I believe you,’ he said
lifelessly.


As Katherine stood in the doorway, a feeling she had
never experienced crept into her. She did a thing she had
never contemplated in her life. A warm genius moved in
her. Katherine sat down on the edge of the bed and, with
a sure hand, took Shark’s head in her lap. This was instinct,
and the same sure, strong instinct set her hand to
stroking Shark’s forehead. His body seemed boneless
with defeat.


Shark’s eyes did not move from the ceiling, but under
the stroking he began to talk brokenly. ‘I haven’t any
money,’ his monotonous voice said. ‘They took me in
and asked for a ten-thousand-dollar bond. I had to tell
the judge. They all heard. They all know—I haven’t
any money. I never had any. Do you understand?
That ledger was nothing but a lie. Every bit of it was lies.
I made it all up. Now everybody knows. I had to tell
the judge.’


Katherine stroked his head gently and the great genius
continued to grow in her. She felt larger than the world.
The whole world lay in her lap and she comforted it.
Pity seemed to make her huge in stature. Her soothing
breasts yearned towards the woe of the world.


‘I didn’t mean to hurt anyone,’ Shark went on. ‘I
wouldn’t have shot Jimmie. They caught me before I
could turn back. They thought I meant to kill him. And
now everybody knows. I haven’t any money.’ He lay
limply and stared upward.


Suddenly the genius in Katherine became power and
the power gushed in her body and flooded her. In a
moment she knew what she was and what she could do.
She was exultantly happy and very beautiful. ‘You’ve
had no chance,’ she said softly. ‘All of your life you’ve
been out on this old farm and there’s been no chance for
you. How do you know you can’t make money? I think
you can. I know you can.’


She had known she could do this. As she sat there the
knowledge of her power had been born in her, and she
knew that all of her life was directed at this one moment.
In this moment she was a goddess, a singer of destiny. It
did not surprise her when his body gradually stiffened.
She continued to stroke his forehead.


‘We’ll get out of here,’ she chanted. ‘We’ll sell this
ranch and go away from here. Then you’ll get the chance
you never had. You’ll see. I know what you are. I
believe in you.’


Shark’s eyes lost their awful lifelessness. His body
found strength to turn itself. He looked at Katherine and
saw how beautiful she was in this moment, and, as he
looked, her genius passed into him. Shark pressed his
head tightly against her knees.


She lowered her head and looked at him. She was
frightened now that the power was leaving her. Suddenly
Shark sat up on the bed. He had forgotten
Katherine, but his eyes shone with the energy she had
given him.


‘I’ll go soon,’ he cried. ‘I’ll go just as soon as I can sell
the ranch. Then I’ll get in a few dollars. I’ll get my
chance then. I’ll show people what I am.’



Chapter Four


The origin of Tularecito is cast in obscurity, while
his discovery is a myth which the folks of the Pastures
of Heaven refuse to believe, just as they refuse
to believe in ghosts.


Franklin Gomez had a hired man, a Mexican Indian
named Pancho, and nothing else. Once every three
months Pancho took his savings and drove into Monterey
to confess his sins, to do his penance, and be shriven and
get drunk, in the order named. If he managed to stay out
of jail, Pancho got into his buggy and went to sleep when
the saloons closed. The horse pulled him home, arriving
just before daylight, and in time for Pancho to have breakfast
and go to work. Pancho was always asleep when he
arrived; that is why he created so much interest on the
ranch when, one morning, he drove into the corral at a
gallop, not only awake, but shouting at the top of his
voice.


Franklin Gomez put on his clothes and went out to interview
his ranch hand. The story, when it was stretched
out of its tangle of incoherencies, was this: Pancho had
been driving home, very sober as always. Up near the
Blake place, he heard a baby crying in the sage brush beside
the road. He stopped the horse and went to investigate,
for one did not often come upon babies like that.
And sure enough he found a tiny child lying in a clear
space in the sage. It was about three months old by the
size of it, Pancho thought. He picked it up and lighted a
match to see just what kind of a thing he had found, when—horror
of horrors!—the baby winked maliciously and
said in a deep voice, ‘Look! I have very sharp teeth.’
Pancho did not look. He flung the thing from him,
leaped into his buggy and galloped for home, beating the
old horse with the butt end of the whip and howling like a
dog.


Franklin Gomez pulled his whiskers a good deal.
Pancho’s nature, he considered, was not hysterical even
under the influence of liquor. The fact that he had
awakened at all rather proved there must be something in
the brush. In the end, Franklin Gomez had a horse
saddled, rode out and brought in the baby. It did not
speak again for nearly three years; nor, on inspection,
did it have any teeth, but neither of these facts convinced
Pancho that it did not make that first ferocious
remark.


The baby had short, chubby arms, and long, loose-jointed
legs. Its large head sat without any interval of
neck between deformedly broad shoulders. The baby’s
flat face, together with its peculiar body, caused it automatically
to be named Tularecito, Little Frog, although
Franklin Gomez often called it Coyote, ‘For,’ he said,
‘there is in this boy’s face that ancient wisdom one finds
in the face of a coyote.’


‘But surely the legs, the arms, the shoulders, Señor,’
Pancho reminded him. And so Tularecito the name remained.
It was never discovered who abandoned the
misshapen little creature. Franklin Gomez accepted him
into the patriarchate of his ranch, and Pancho took care of
him. Pancho, however, could never lose a little fear of
the boy. Neither the years nor a rigorous penance
eradicated the effect of Tularecito’s first utterance.


The boy grew rapidly, but after the fifth year his brain
did not grow any more. At six Tularecito could do the
work of a grown man. The long fingers of his hands were
more dexterous and stronger than most men’s fingers. On
the ranch, they made use of the fingers of Tularecito.
Hard knots could not long defy him. He had planting
hands, tender fingers that never injured a young plant nor
bruised the surfaces of a grafting limb. His merciless
fingers could wring the head from a turkey gobbler without
effort. Also Tularecito had an amusing gift. With
his thumbnail he could carve remarkably correct animals
from sandstone. Franklin Gomez kept many little
effigies of coyotes and mountain lions, of chickens and
squirrels, about the house. A two-foot image of a hovering
hawk hung by wires from the ceiling of the dining-room.
Pancho, who had never quite considered the boy
human, put his gift for carving in a growing category of
diabolical traits definitely traceable to his supernatural
origin.


While the people of the Pastures of Heaven did not believe
in the diabolic origin of Tularecito, nevertheless they
were uncomfortable in his presence. His eyes were
ancient and dry; there was something troglodytic about
his face. The great strength of his body and his strange
and obscure gifts set him apart from other children and
made men and women uneasy.


Only one thing could provoke anger in Tularecito. If
any person, man, woman or child, handled carelessly or
broke one of the products of his hands, he became furious.
His eyes shone and he attacked the desecrator murderously.
On three occasions when this had happened, Franklin
Gomez tied his hands and feet and left him alone until his
ordinary good nature returned.


Tularecito did not go to school when he was six. For
five years thereafter, the county education officer and the
school superintendent sporadically worked on the case.
Franklin Gomez agreed that he should go to school and
even went so far as to start him off several times; but
Tularecito never got there. He was afraid that school
might prove unpleasant, so he simply disappeared for a
day or so. It was not until the boy was eleven, with the
shoulders of a weight-lifter and the hands and forearms of
a strangler, that the concerted forces of the law gathered
him in and put him in school.


As Franklin Gomez had known, Tularecito learned
nothing at all, but immediately he gave evidence of a new
gift. He could draw as well as he could carve in sandstone.
When Miss Martin, the teacher, discovered his
ability, she gave him a piece of chalk and told him to
make a procession of animals round the blackboard.
Tularecito worked long after school was dismissed, and
the next morning an astounding parade was shown on the
walls. All of the animals Tularecito had ever seen were
there; all the birds of the hills flew above them. A rattlesnake
crawled behind a cow; a coyote, his brush proudly
aloft, sniffed at the heels of a pig. There were tomcats
and goats, turtles and gophers, every one of them drawn
with astonishing detail and veracity.


Miss Martin was overcome with the genius of Tularecito.
She praised him before the class and gave a short lecture
about each one of the creatures he had drawn. In her
own mind she considered the glory that would come to her
for discovering and fostering this genius.


‘I can make lots more,’ Tularecito informed her.


Miss Martin patted his broad shoulder. ‘So you shall,’
she said. ‘You shall draw every day. It is a great gift
that God has given you.’ Then she realised the importance
of what she had just said. She leaned over and
looked searchingly into his hard eyes while she repeated
slowly, ‘It is a great gift that God has given you.’ Miss
Martin glanced up at the clock and announced crisply,
‘Fourth form arithmetic—at the board.’


The fourth form struggled out, seized erasers and began
to remove the animals to make room for their numbers.
They had not made two sweeps when Tularecito charged.
It was a great day. Miss Martin, aided by the whole
school, could not hold him down, for the enraged Tularecito
had the strength of a man, and a madman at that.
The ensuing battle wrecked the schoolroom, tipped over
the desks, spilt rivers of ink, hurled bouquets of Teacher’s
flowers about the room. Miss Martin’s clothes were torn
to streamers, and the big boys, on whom the burden of the
battle fell, were bruised and battered cruelly. Tularecito
fought with hands, feet, teeth and head. He admitted no
honourable rules and in the end he won. The whole
school, with Miss Martin guarding its rear, fled from the
building, leaving the enraged Tularecito in possession.
When they were gone, he locked the door, wiped the blood
out of his eyes and set to work to repair the animals that
had been destroyed.


That night Miss Martin called on Franklin Gomez and
demanded that the boy be whipped.


Gomez shrugged. ‘You really wish me to whip him,
Miss Martin?’


The teacher’s face was scratched; her mouth was bitter.
‘I certainly do,’ she said. ‘If you had seen what he did
today, you wouldn’t blame me. I tell you he needs a
lesson.’


Gomez shrugged again and called Tularecito from the
barn. He took a heavy whip down from the wall. Then,
while Tularecito smiled blandly at Miss Martin, Franklin
Gomez beat him severely across the back. Miss Martin’s
hand made involuntary motions of beating. When it was
done, Tularecito felt himself over with long, exploring
fingers, and, still smiling, went back to the barn.


Miss Martin had watched the end of the punishment
with horror. ‘Why, he’s an animal,’ she cried. ‘It was
just like whipping a dog.’


Franklin Gomez permitted a slight trace of his contempt
for her to show on his face. ‘A dog would have
cringed,’ he said. ‘Now you have seen, Miss Martin.
You say he is an animal, but surely he is a good animal.
You told him to make pictures and then you destroyed
his pictures. Tularecito does not like that——’


Miss Martin tried to break in, but he hurried on.


‘This Little Frog should not be going to school. He can
work; he can do marvellous things with his hands, but he
cannot learn to do the simple little things of the school.
He is not crazy; he is one of those whom God has not quite
finished.


‘I told the Superintendent these things, and he said the
law required Tularecito to go to school until he is eighteen
years old. That is seven years from now. For seven
years my Little Frog will sit in the first form because the
law says he must. It is out of my hands.’


‘He ought to be locked up,’ Miss Martin broke in.
‘This creature is dangerous. You should have seen him
today.’


‘No, Miss Martin, he should be allowed to go free. He
is not dangerous. No one can make a garden as he can.
No one can milk so swiftly nor so gently. He is a good
boy. He can break a mad horse without riding it; he
can train a dog without whipping it, but the law says he
must sit in the first form repeating “C-A-T, cat” for
seven years. If he had been dangerous he could easily
have killed me when I whipped him.’


Miss Martin felt that there were things she did not understand
and she hated Franklin Gomez because of them.
She felt that she had been mean and he generous. When
she got to school the next morning, she found Tularecito
before her. Every possible space on the wall was covered
with animals.


‘You see?’ he said, beaming over his shoulder at her.
‘Lots more. And I have a book with others yet, but
there is no room for them on the wall.’


Miss Martin did not erase the animals. Class work was
done on paper, but at the end of the term she resigned her
position, giving ill health as her reason.


Miss Morgan, the new teacher, was very young and very
pretty; too young and dangerously pretty, the aged men
of the valley thought. Some of the boys in the upper
forms were seventeen years old. It was seriously doubted
that a teacher so young and so pretty could keep any kind
of order in the school.


She brought with her a breathless enthusiasm for her
trade. The school was astounded, for it had been used to
ageing spinsters whose faces seemed to reflect consistently
tired feet. Miss Morgan enjoyed teaching and made
school an exciting place where unusual things happened.


From the first Miss Morgan was vastly impressed with
Tularecito. She knew all about him, had read books and
taken courses about him. Having heard about the fight,
she marked off a border round the top of the blackboard
for him to fill with animals, and, when he had completed
his parade, she bought with her own money a huge drawing-pad
and a soft pencil. After that he did not bother
about spelling. Every day he laboured over his drawing-board,
and every afternoon presented the teacher with a
marvellously wrought animal. She pinned his drawings
to the schoolroom wall above the blackboards.


The pupils received Miss Morgan’s innovations with enthusiasm.
Classes became exciting, and even the boys
who had made enviable reputations through teacher-baiting,
grew less interested in the possible burning of the
schoolhouse.


Miss Morgan introduced a practice that made the pupils
adore her. Every afternoon she read to them for half an
hour. She read by instalments Ivanhoe and The Talisman;
fishing stories by Zane Grey; hunting stories of James
Oliver Curwood; The Sea Wolf, The Call of the Wild—not
baby stories about the little red hen and the fox and geese,
but exciting, grown-up stories.


Miss Morgan read well. Even the tougher boys were
won over until they never played hookey for fear of missing
an instalment, until they leaned forward gasping with
interest.


But Tularecito continued his careful drawing, only
pausing now and then to blink at the teacher and to try
to understand how these distant accounts of the actions of
strangers could be of interest to anyone. To him they
were chronicles of actual events—else why were they
written down? The stories were like the lessons. Tularecito
did not listen to them.


After a time Miss Morgan felt that she had been
humouring the older children too much. She herself
liked fairy-tales, liked to think of whole populations who
believed in fairies and consequently saw them. Within
the safe circle of her tried and erudite acquaintance, she
often said that ‘part of America’s cultural starvation was
due to its boorish and superstitious denial of the existence
of fairies.’ For a time she devoted the afternoon half-hour
to fairy-tales.


Now a change came over Tularecito. Gradually, as
Miss Morgan read about elves and brownies, fairies, pixies,
and changelings, his interest centred and his busy pencil
lay idly in his hand. Then she read about gnomes, and
their lives and habits, and he dropped his pencil altogether
and leant towards the teacher to intercept her
words.


After school Miss Morgan walked half a mile to the farm
where she boarded. She liked to walk the way alone,
cutting off thistle heads with a switch, or throwing stones
into the brush to make the quail soar up. She thought
she would get a bounding, inquisitive dog that could share
her excitements, could understand the glamour of holes in
the ground and scattered paw-marks on dry leaves, of
strange melancholy bird-whistles and the gay smells that
come secretly out of the earth.


One afternoon Miss Morgan scrambled high up the side
of a chalk cliff to carve her initials on the white face. On
the way up she tore her finger on a thorn, and, instead of
initials, she scratched: ‘Here I have been and left this part
of me,’ and pressed her bloody finger against the absorbent
chalk rock.


That night, in a letter, she wrote: ‘After the bare requisites
to living and reproducing, man wants most to
leave some record of himself, a proof, perhaps, that he has
really existed. He leaves his proof on wood, on stone or
on the lives of other people. This deep desire exists in
everyone, from the boy who scribbles on a wall to the
Buddha who etches his image in the race mind. Life is so
unreal. I think that we seriously doubt that we exist and
go about trying to prove that we do.’ She kept a copy of
the letter.


On the afternoon when she had read about the
gnomes, as she walked home, the grasses beside the road
stirred for a moment and the ugly head of Tularecito
appeared.


‘Oh! You frightened me,’ Miss Morgan cried. ‘You
shouldn’t pop up like that.’


Tularecito stood up and smiled bashfully while he
flapped his hat against his thigh. Suddenly Miss Morgan
felt fear rising in her. The road was deserted—she had
read stories of half-wits. With difficulty she mastered her
trembling voice.


‘What—what is it you want?’


Tularecito smiled more broadly, and flapped harder
with his hat.


‘Were you just lying there, or do you want something?’


The boy struggled to speak, and then relapsed into his
protective smile.


‘Well, if you don’t want anything, I’ll go on.’ She was
really prepared for flight.


Tularecito struggled again. ‘About those people——’


‘What people?’ she demanded shrilly. ‘What about
people?’


‘About those people in the book——’


Miss Morgan laughed with relief until she felt that her
hair was coming loose on the back of her head. ‘You
mean—you mean—gnomes?’


Tularecito nodded.


‘What do you want to know about them?’


‘I never saw any,’ said Tularecito. His voice neither
rose nor fell, but continued on one low note.


‘Why, few people do see them, I think.’


‘But I knew about them.’


Miss Morgan’s eyes squinted with interest. ‘You did?
Who told you about them?’


‘Nobody.’


‘You never saw them, and no one told you? How
could you know about them, then?’


‘I just knew. Heard them, maybe. I knew them in
the book all right.’


Miss Morgan thought: ‘Why should I deny gnomes to
this queer, unfinished child? Wouldn’t his life be richer
and happier if he did believe in them? And what harm
could it possibly do?’


‘Have you ever looked for them?’ she asked.


‘No, I never looked. I just knew. But I will look
now.’


Miss Morgan found herself charmed with the situation.
Here was paper on which to write, here was a cliff on
which to carve. She could carve a lovely story that would
be far more real than a book story ever could. ‘Where
will you look?’ she asked.


‘I’ll dig in holes,’ said Tularecito soberly.


‘But the gnomes only come out at night, Tularecito.
You must watch for them in the night. And you must
come and tell me if you find any. Will you do
that?’


‘I’ll come,’ he agreed.


She left him staring after her. All the way home she
pictured him searching in the night. The picture pleased
her. He might even find the gnomes, might live with
them and talk to them. With a few suggestive words she
had been able to make his life unreal and very wonderful,
and separated from the stupid lives about him. She
deeply envied him his searching.


In the evening Tularecito put on his coat and took
up a shovel. Old Pancho came upon him as he was
leaving the tool shed. ‘Where goest thou, Little Frog?’
he asked.


Tularecito shifted his feet restlessly at the delay. ‘I go
out into the dark. Is that a new thing?’


‘But why takest thou the shovel? Is there gold,
perhaps?’


The boy’s face grew hard with the seriousness of his
purpose. ‘I go to dig for the little people who live in the
earth.’


Now Pancho was filled with horrified excitement. ‘Do
not go, Little Frog! Listen to your old friend, your
father in God, and do not go! Out in the sage I
found thee and saved thee from the devils, thy relatives.
Thou art a little brother of Jesus now. Go not back
to thine own people! Listen to an old man, Little
Frog!’


Tularecito stared hard at the ground and drilled his old
thoughts with this new information. ‘Thou hast said they
are my people,’ he exclaimed. ‘I am not like the others
at the school or here. I know that. I have loneliness for
my own people who live deep in the cool earth. When I
pass a squirrel hole, I wish to crawl into it and hide myself.
My own people are like me, and they have called me. I
must go home to them, Pancho.’


Pancho stepped back and held up crossed fingers. ‘Go
back to the devil, thy father, then. I am not good enough
to fight this evil. It would take a saint. But see! At
least I make the sign against thee and against all thy race.’
He drew the cross of protection in the air in front of
him.


Tularecito smiled sadly, and turning, trudged off into
the hills.


The heart of Tularecito gushed with joy at his homecoming.
All his life he had been an alien, a lonely outcast,
and now he was going home. As always, he heard
the voices of the earth—the far-off clang of cowbells, the
muttering of disturbed quail, the little whine of a coyote
who would not sing this night, the nocturnes of a million
insects. But Tularecito was listening for another sound,
the movement of two-footed creatures, and the hushed
voices of the hidden people.


Once he stopped and called, ‘My father, I have come
home,’ and he heard no answer. Into squirrel holes he
whispered, ‘Where are you, my people? It is only
Tularecito come home.’ But there was no reply. Worse,
he had no feeling that the gnomes were near. He knew
that a doe and fawn were feeding near him; he knew a
wildcat was stalking a rabbit behind a bush, although he
could not see them, but from the gnomes he had no
message.


A moon rose out of the hills.


‘Now the animals will come out to feed,’ Tularecito
said in the papery whisper of the half-witless. ‘Now the
people will come out, too.’


The brush stopped at the edge of a little valley and an
orchard took its place. The trees were thick with leaves,
and the land finely cultivated. It was Bert Munroe’s
orchard. Often, when the land was deserted and ghost-ridden,
Tularecito had come here in the night to lie on the
ground under the trees and pick the stars with gentle
fingers.


The moment he walked into the orchard he knew he
was nearing home. He could not hear them, but he knew
the gnomes were near. Over and over he called to them,
but they did not come.


‘Perhaps they do not like the moonlight,’ he said.


At the foot of a large peach tree he dug his hole—three
feet across and very deep. All night he worked at it,
stopping to listen awhile and then digging deeper and
deeper into the cool earth. Although he heard nothing,
he was positive that he was nearing them. Only when
the daylight came did he give up and retire into the bushes
to sleep.


In mid-morning Bert Munroe walked out to look at a
coyote trap and found the hole at the foot of the tree.
‘What the devil!’ he said. ‘Some kids must have been
digging a tunnel. That’s dangerous! It’ll cave in on
them, or somebody will fall into it and get hurt.’ He
walked back to the house, got a shovel and filled up the
hole.


‘Manny,’ he said to his youngest boy, ‘you haven’t been
digging in the orchard, have you?’


‘Uh-uh!’ said Manny.


‘Well, do you know who has?’


‘Uh-uh!’ said Manny.


‘Well, somebody’s dug a deep hole out there. It’s
dangerous. You tell the boys not to dig or they’ll get
caved in.’


The dark came and Tularecito walked out of the brush
to dig in his hole again. When he found it filled up, he
growled savagely, but then his thought changed and he
laughed. ‘The people were here,’ he said happily.
‘They didn’t know who it was, and they were frightened.
They filled up the hole the way a gopher does. This time
I’ll hide, and when they come to fill in the hole, I’ll tell
them who I am. Then they will love me.’


And Tularecito dug out the hole and made it much
deeper than before, because much of the soil was loose.
Just before daylight, he retired into the brush at the edge
of the orchard and lay down to watch.


Bert Munroe walked out before breakfast to look at his
trap again, and again he found the open hole. ‘The little
devils!’ he cried. ‘They’re keeping it up, are they? I’ll
bet Manny is in it after all.’


He studied the hole for a moment and then began to
push earth into it with the side of his foot. A savage
growl made him spin round. Tularecito came charging
down upon him, leaping like a frog on his long legs, and
swinging his shovel like a club.


When Jimmie Munroe came to call his father to breakfast,
he found him lying on the pile of earth. He was
bleeding at the mouth and forehead. Shovelfuls of earth
came flying out of the pit.


Jimmie thought someone had killed his father and was
getting ready to bury him. He ran home in a frenzy of
terror, and by telephone summoned a band of neighbours.


Half a dozen men crept up to the pit. Tularecito
struggled like a wounded lion, and held his own until they
struck him on the head with his own shovel. Then they
tied him up and took him off to jail.


In Salinas a medical board examined the boy. When
the doctors asked him questions, he smiled blandly at
them and did not answer. Franklin Gomez told the
board what he knew and asked for custody of him.


‘We really can’t do it, Mr. Gomez,’ the Judge said
finally. ‘You say he is a good boy. Only yesterday he
tried to kill a man. You must see that we cannot let him
go loose. Sooner or later he will succeed in killing
someone.’


After a short deliberation, he committed Tularecito to
the asylum for the criminal insane at Napa.



Chapter Five


Helen Van Deventer was a tall woman with
a sharp, handsome face and tragic eyes. A
strong sense of tragedy ran through her life. At
fifteen she had looked like a widow after her Persian
kitten was poisoned. She mourned for it for six months,
not ostentatiously, but with a subdued voice and a hushed
manner. When her father died, at the end of the kitten’s
six months, the mourning continued uninterrupted.
Seemingly she hungered for tragedy, and life had heaped
it upon her lavishly.


At twenty-five she married Hubert Van Deventer, a
florid, hunting man who spent six months out of every
year trying to shoot some kind of creature or other.
Three months after the wedding he shot himself when a
bramble tripped him up. Hubert was a fairly gallant
man. As he lay dying under a tree, one of his companions
asked whether he wanted to leave any message for his
wife.


‘Yes,’ said Hubert. ‘Tell her to have me stuffed for
that place in the library between the bull moose and
the wapiti! Tell her I didn’t buy this one from the
guide!’


Helen Van Deventer shut up the drawing-room with its
trophies. Thereafter the room was holy to the spirit of
Hubert. The curtains remained drawn. Anyone who
felt it necessary to speak in the drawing-room spoke
softly. Helen did not weep, for it was not in her nature to
weep, but her eyes grew larger, and she stared a great
deal, with the vacant staring of one who travels over other
times. Hubert had left her the house on Russian Hill in
San Francisco, and a fairly large fortune.


Her daughter Hilda, born six months after Hubert was
killed, was a pretty, doll-like baby, with her mother’s
great eyes. Hilda was never very well; she took all the
children’s diseases with startling promptness. Her temper,
which at first wore itself out with howling, became
destructive as soon as she could move about. She
shattered any breakable thing which came into the pathway
of her anger. Helen Van Deventer soothed and
petted her and usually succeeded in increasing the
temper.


When Hilda was six years old, Dr. Phillips, the family
physician, told Mrs. Van Deventer what she had suspected
for a long time.


‘You must realise it,’ he said. ‘Hilda is not completely
well in her mind. I suggest that she be taken to a
psychiatrist.’


The dark eyes of the mother widened with pain. ‘You
are sure, doctor?’


‘Fairly sure. I am not a specialist. You’ll have to
take her to someone who knows more than I do.’


Helen looked away from him. ‘I have thought so too,
doctor, but I can’t take her to another man. You’ve
always had the care of us. I know you. I shouldn’t
ever be sure of another man.’


‘What do you mean, “sure”?’ Dr. Phillips exploded.
‘Don’t you know we might cure her if we went about it in
the right way?’


Helen’s hands rose a trifle, and then dropped with hopelessness.
‘She won’t ever get well, doctor. She was born
at the wrong time. Her father’s death—it was too much
for me. I didn’t have the strength to bear a perfect child,
you see.’


‘Then what do you intend to do? Your idea is foolish,
if I may be permitted to say so.’


‘What is there to do, doctor? I can wait and hope. I
know I can see it through, but I can’t take her to another
man. I’ll just watch her and care for her. That seems to
be my life.’ She smiled very sadly and her hands rose
again.


‘It seems to me you force hardships upon yourself,’ the
doctor said testily.


‘We take what is given us. I can endure. I am sure of
that, and I am proud of it. No amount of tragedy can
break down my endurance. But there is one thing I
cannot bear, doctor. Hilda cannot be taken away from
me. I will keep her with me, and you will come as
always, but no one else must interfere.’


Dr. Phillips left the house in disgust. The obvious and
needless endurance of the woman always put him in a
fury. ‘If I were Fate,’ he mused, ‘I’d be tempted to
smash her placid resistance too.’


It wasn’t long after this that visions and dreams began
to come to Hilda. Terrible creatures of the night, with
claws and teeth, tried to kill her while she slept. Ugly
little men pinched her and gritted their teeth in her ear,
and Helen Van Deventer accepted the visions as new
personalities come to test her.


‘A tiger came and pulled the bed-clothes,’ Hilda cried in
the morning.


‘You mustn’t let him frighten you, dear.’


‘But he tried to get his teeth through the blanket,
Mother.’


‘I’ll sit with you tonight, darling. Then he can’t come.’


She began to sit by the little girl’s bedside until dawn.
Her eyes grew brighter and more feverish with the
frenzied resistance of her spirit.


One thing bothered her more than the dreams. Hilda
had begun to tell lies. ‘I went out into the garden this
morning, Mother. An old man was sitting in the street.
He asked me to go to his house, so I went. He had a big
gold elephant, and he let me ride on it.’ The little girl’s
eyes were far away as she made up the tale.


‘Don’t say such things, darling,’ her mother pleaded.
‘You know you didn’t do any of those things.’


‘But I did, Mother. And the old man gave me a watch.
I’ll show you. Here.’ She held out a wrist-watch set
with diamonds. Helen’s hands shook with terror as she
took the watch. For a second her face lost its look of
resistance, and anger took its place.


‘Where did you get it, Hilda?’


‘The old man gave it to me, Mother.’


‘No—tell me where you found it! You did find it,
didn’t you?’


‘The old man gave it to me.’


On the back of the watch a monogram was engraved,
initials unknown to Helen. She stared helplessly at the
carved letters. ‘Mother will keep this,’ she said harshly.
That night she crept into the garden, found a trowel and
buried the watch deep in the earth. That week she had a
high iron fence built round the garden, and Hilda was
never permitted to go out alone after that.


When she was thirteen, Hilda escaped and ran away.
Helen hired private detectives to find her, but at the end
of four days a policeman discovered Hilda sleeping in a
deserted estate agent’s office in Los Angeles. Helen
rescued her daughter from the police station. ‘Why did
you run away, darling?’ she asked.


‘Well, I wanted to play a piano.’


‘But we have one at home. Why didn’t you play it?’


‘Oh, I wanted to play the other kind, the tall kind.’


Helen took Hilda on her lap and hugged her tightly.
‘And what did you do then, dear?’


‘I was out in the street and a man asked me to go for a
ride with him. He gave me five dollars. Then I found
some gipsies, and I went to live with them. They made
me queen. Then I was married to a young gipsy man,
and we were going to have a little baby, but I got tired
and sat down. Then a policeman took me.’


‘Darling, poor darling,’ Helen replied. ‘You know
that isn’t true. None of it is true.’


‘But it is true, Mother.’


Helen called Dr. Phillips. ‘She says she married a
gipsy. You don’t think—really you don’t think she could
have? I couldn’t stand that.’


The doctor looked at the little girl carefully. At the
end of his examination he spoke almost viciously. ‘I’ve
told you she should be put in the hands of a specialist.’
He approached the little girl. ‘Has the mean old woman
been in your bedroom lately, Hilda?’


Hilda’s hands twitched. ‘Last night she came with a
monkey, a great big monkey. It tried to bite me.’


‘Well, just remember she can’t ever hurt you because
I’m taking care of you. That old woman’s afraid of me.
If she comes again, just tell her I’m looking after you and
see how quickly she runs away.’


The little girl smiled wearily. ‘Will the monkey run
away too?’


‘Of course, and while I think of it, here’s a little candy
cane for your daughter.’ He drew a stick of stripy peppermint
from his pocket. ‘You’d better give that to Babette,
isn’t that her name?’


Hilda snatched the candy and ran out of the room.


‘Now!’ said the doctor to Helen, ‘my knowledge and
my experience are sadly lacking, but I do know this much.
Hilda will be very much worse now. She’s reaching her
maturity. The period of change, with its accompanying
emotional overflow invariably intensifies mental troubles.
I can’t tell what may happen. She may turn homicidal,
and on the other hand, she may run off with the first man
she sees. If you don’t put her in expert hands, if you don’t
have her carefully watched, something you’ll regret may
happen. This last escapade is only a foretaste. You
simply cannot go on as you are. It isn’t fair to yourself.’


Helen sat rigidly before him. In her face was that
resistance which so enraged him. ‘What would you
suggest?’ she asked huskily.


‘A hospital for the insane,’ he said, and it delighted him
that his reply was brutal.


Her face tightened. Her resistance became a little more
tense. ‘I won’t do it,’ she cried. ‘She’s mine, and I’m
responsible for her. I’ll stay with her myself, doctor. I
won’t let her out of my sight. But I will not send her
away.’


‘You know the consequences,’ he said gruffly. Then
the impossibility of reasoning with this woman overwhelmed
him. ‘Helen, I’ve been your friend for years.
Why should you take this load of misery and danger on
your own shoulders?’


‘I can endure anything, but I cannot send her away.’


‘You love the hair shirt,’ he growled. ‘Your pain is a
pleasure. You won’t give up any little shred of tragedy.’
He became furious. ‘Helen, every man must some time
or other want to beat a woman. I think I’m a mild man,
but I want to beat your face with my fists.’ He looked
into her dark eyes and saw that he had only put a new
tragedy upon her, had only given her a new situation to
endure. ‘I’m going away now,’ he said. ‘Don’t call me
any more. Why—I’m beginning to hate you.’





The people of the Pastures of Heaven learned with
interest and resentment that a rich woman was coming to
live in the valley. They watched truckloads of logs and
lumber going up Christmas Canyon, and they laughed a
little scornfully at the expense of hauling in logs to make a
cabin. Bert Munroe walked up Christmas Canyon, and
for half a day he watched carpenters putting up a house.


‘It’s going to be nice,’ he reported at the General Store.
‘Every log is perfect, and what do you think, they’ve got
gardeners working there already. They’re bringing in
big plants and trees all in bloom, and putting them in the
ground. This Mrs. Van Deventer must be pretty rich.’


‘They sure lay it on,’ agreed Pat Humbert. ‘Them
rich people sure do lay it on.’


‘And listen to this,’ Bert continued. ‘Isn’t this like a
woman? Guess what they’ve got on some of the windows—bars!
Not iron bars, but big thick oak ones. I guess
the old lady’s scared of coyotes.’


‘I wonder if she’ll bring a lot of servants,’ T. B. Allen
spoke hopefully; ‘but I guess she’d buy her stuff in town,
though. All people like that buy their stuff in town.’


When the house and the garden were completed, Helen
Van Deventer and Hilda, a Chinese cook and a Filipino
house-boy drove up Christmas Canyon. It was a beautiful
log house. The carpenters had aged the logs with
acids, and the gardeners had made it seem an old garden.
Bays and oaks were left in the lawn and under them grew
cinerarias, purple and white and blue. The walks were
hedged with lobelias of incredible blue.


The cook and the house-boy scurried to their posts, but
Helen took Hilda by the arm and walked in the garden
for a little.


‘Isn’t it beautiful?’ Helen cried. Her face had lost
some of its resistance. ‘Darling, don’t you think we’ll
like it here?’


Hilda pulled up a cineraria and switched at an oak
trunk with it. ‘I liked it better at home.’


‘But why, darling? We didn’t have such pretty flowers,
and there weren’t any big trees. Here we can go walking
in the hills every day.’


‘I liked it better at home.’


‘But why, darling?’


‘Well, all my friends were there. I could look out
through the fence and see the people go by.’


‘You’ll like it better here, Hilda, when you get used
to it.’


‘No, I won’t. I shan’t ever like it here, ever.’ Hilda
began to cry, and then without transition she began
screaming with rage. Suddenly she plucked a garden
stake from the ground and struck her mother across the
breast with it. Silently the house-boy appeared behind
the girl, pinioned her arms, and carried her, kicking and
screaming, into the house.


In the room that had been prepared for her, Hilda
methodically broke the furniture. She slit the pillows
and shook feathers about the room. Lastly she broke the
panes of her window, beat at the oaken bars and screamed
with anger. Helen sat in her room, her lips drawn
tightly. Once she started up as though to go to Hilda’s
room, and then sank back into her chair again. For a
moment the dumb endurance had nearly broken, but
instantly it settled back more strongly than ever, and the
shrieks from Hilda’s room had no effect. The house-boy
slipped into the room.


‘Close the shutters, Missie?’


‘No, Joe. We’re far enough away from anyone. No
one can hear it.’


Bert Munroe saw the motor-car drive by, bearing the
new people up Christmas Canyon to the log cabin.


‘It’ll be pretty hard for a woman to get started alone,’
he said to his wife. ‘I think I ought to walk up and see if
they need anything.’


‘You’re just curious,’ his wife said banteringly.


‘Well, of course, if that’s the way you feel about it, I
won’t go.’


‘I was only joking, Bert,’ she protested. ‘I think it
would be a nice neighbourly thing to do. Later on I’ll
get Mrs. Whiteside to go and call with me. That’s the
real way to do it. But you run along and see how they’re
getting on.’


He swung along up the pleasant stream which sang in
the bottom of Christmas Canyon. ‘It’s not a place to
farm,’ he said to himself, ‘but it’s a nice place to live in.
I could be living in a place like this, just living—if the
armistice hadn’t come when it did.’ As usual, he felt
ashamed of wishing the war had continued for a little
longer.


Hilda’s shrieks came to his ears when he was still a
quarter of a mile from the house. ‘Now what the devil,’
he said. ‘Sounds as if they were killing someone.’ He
hurried up the road to see.


Hilda’s barred window looked out on the path which
led to the front entrance of the house. Bert saw the
girl clinging to the bars, her eyes mad with rage and
fear.


‘Hello!’ he said. ‘What’s the matter? What have
they got you locked up for?’


Hilda’s eyes narrowed. ‘They’re starving me,’ she
said. ‘They want me to die.’


‘That’s foolish,’ said Bert. ‘Why should anyone want
you to die?’


‘Oh! it’s my money,’ she confided. ‘They can’t get
my money until I’m dead.’


‘Why, you’re just a little girl.’


‘I am not,’ Hilda said sullenly. ‘I’m a big grown-up
woman. I look little because they starve me and beat
me.’


Bert’s face darkened. ‘Well, I’ll just see about that,’
he said.


‘Oh! don’t tell them. Just help me out of here, and
then I’ll get my money, and then I’ll marry you.’


For the first time Bert began to suspect what the trouble
was. ‘Sure, I’ll help you,’ he said soothingly. ‘You just
wait a little while, and I’ll help you out.’


He walked round to the front entrance and knocked at
the door. In a moment it opened a little; the stolid eyes
of the house-boy looked out.


‘Can I see the lady of the house?’ Bert asked.


‘No,’ said the boy, and he shut the door.


For a moment Bert blushed with shame at the rebuff,
but then he knocked angrily. Again the door opened two
inches, and the black eyes looked out.


‘I tell you I’ve got to see the lady of the house. I’ve
got to see her about the little girl that’s locked up.’


‘Lady very sick. So sorry,’ said the boy. He closed
the door again.


This time Bert heard the bolt shoot home. He strode
away down the path. ‘I’ll tell my wife not to call on
them,’ he said to himself. ‘A crazy girl and a lousy
servant. They can go to hell!’


Helen called from her bedroom, ‘What was it, Joe?’


The boy stood in the doorway. ‘A man come. Say he
got to see you. I tell him you sick.’


‘That’s right. Who was he? Did he say why he
wanted to see me?’


‘Don’t know who. Say he got to see you about Missie
Hilda.’


Instantly Helen was standing over him. Her face was
angry. ‘What did he want? Who was he?’


‘Don’t know, Missie.’


‘And you sent him away. You take too many liberties.
Now get out of here.’


She dropped back on her chair and covered her eyes.


‘Yes, Missie.’ Joe turned slowly away.


‘Oh, Joe, come back!’


He stood beside her chair before she uncovered her eyes.
‘Forgive me, Joe. I didn’t know what I was saying. You
did right. You’ll stay with me, won’t you?’


‘Yes, Missie.’


Helen stood up and walked restlessly to the window.
‘I don’t know what’s the matter with me today. Is Miss
Hilda all right?’


‘Yes, Missie, quiet now.’


‘Well, lay a fire in the sitting-room fireplace, will you?
And later bring her in.’


In her design for the sitting-room of the cabin Helen felt
that she had created a kind of memorial to her husband.
She had made it look as much as possible like a hunting
lodge. It was a huge room, panelled and beamed with
redwood. At intervals the mounted heads of various
kinds of deer thrust out inquisitive noses. One side of the
room was dominated by a great cobblestone fireplace
over which hung a torn French battle flag Hubert had
picked up somewhere. In a locked, glass-fronted case,
all Hubert’s guns were lined up in racks. Helen felt that
she would not completely lose her husband as long as she
had a room like this to sit in.


In the Russian Hill drawing-room she had practised a
dream that was pleasant to her. She wished she could
continue it here in the new house. The dream was
materialised almost by a ritual. Helen sat before the fire
and folded her hands. Then she looked for some moments
at each of the mounted trophies, repeating for each
one, ‘Hubert handled that.’ And finally the dream came.
She almost saw him before her. In her mind she went
over the shape of his hands, the narrowness of his hips and
the length and straightness of his legs. After a while she
remembered how he said things, how he accentuated his
words, and the way his face seemed to glow and redden
when he was excited. Helen recalled how he took his
guests from one trophy to another. In front of each one
Hubert rocked on his heels and folded his hands behind
his back while he recited the killing of the animal in the
tiniest detail.


‘The moon wasn’t right and there wasn’t a sign of game
anywhere. Fred (Fred was the guide) said we hadn’t a
chance of getting anything. I remember we had run out
of bacon that morning. But somehow I had a feeling that
we ought to stroll out just on the chance.’


Helen could hear him telling the stupid, pointless stories
which invariably ended up with, ‘Well, the range was too
long and there was a devilish wind blowing from the left,
but I set my sights for it, and I thought, “Well, here goes
nothing,” and darned if I didn’t knock him over. Of
course it was just luck.’


Hubert didn’t really want his listeners to believe it was
just luck. That was his graceful gesture as a sportsman.
Helen remembered wondering why a sportsman wasn’t
allowed to acknowledge that he did anything well.


But that was the way the dream went. She built up his
image until it possessed the room and filled it with the
surging vitality of the great hunter. Then, when she had
completed the dream, she smashed it. The door bell had
seemed to have a particularly dolorous note. Helen
remembered the faces of the men, sad and embarrassed,
while they told her about the accident. The dream
always stopped when they had carried the body up the
front steps. A blinding wave of sadness filled her chest,
and she sank back in her chair.


By this means she kept her husband alive, tenaciously
refusing to let his image grow dim in her memory. She
had only been married for three months, she told herself.
Only three months! She resigned herself to a feeling of
hopeless gloom. She knew that she encouraged this
feeling, but she felt that it was Hubert’s right, a kind of
memorial that must be paid to him. She must resist
sadness, but not by trying to escape from it.


Helen had looked forward to this first night in her new
house. With logs blazing on the hearth, the light shining
on the glass eyes of the animals’ heads, she intended to
welcome her dream into its new home.


Joe came back into the bedroom. ‘The fire going,
Missie. I call Missie Hilda now?’


Helen glanced out of her window. The dusk was
coming down from the hill-tops. Already a few bats
looped nervously about. The quail were calling to one
another as they went to water, and far down the canyon
the cows were lowing on their way in towards the milking
sheds. A change was stealing over Helen. She was
filled with a new sense of peace; she felt protected and
clothed against the tragedies which had beset her for so
long. She stretched her arms outwards and backwards,
and sighed comfortably. Joe still waited in the doorway.


‘What?’ Helen said; ‘Miss Hilda? No, don’t bring
her yet. Dinner must be almost ready. If Hilda doesn’t
want to come in to dinner, I’ll see her afterwards.’ She
didn’t want to see Hilda. This new, delicious peacefulness
would be broken if she did. She wanted to sit in
the strange luminosity of the dusk, to sit listening to the
quail calling to one another as they came down from the
brushy hillsides to drink before the night fell.


Helen threw a silken shawl about her shoulders and
went out into the garden. Peace, it seemed, came
sweeping down from the hillsides and enveloped her. In
a flower-bed she saw a little grey rabbit with a white tail,
and seeing it made her quiver with pleasure. The rabbit
turned its head and looked at her for a moment, and then
went on nibbling at the new plants. Suddenly Helen
felt foolishly happy. Something delicious and exciting
was going to happen, something very delightful. In her
sudden joy she talked to the rabbit. ‘Go on eating; you
can have the old flowers. Tomorrow I’ll plant cabbages
for you. You’d like that, wouldn’t you, Peter? You
know, Peter, is your name Peter? Silly, all rabbits are
named Peter. Anyway, Peter, I haven’t looked forward
to anything for ages. Isn’t that funny? Or is it sad?
But now I’m looking forward to something. I’m just
bursting with anticipation. And I don’t know what the
something can be. Isn’t that silly, Peter?’ She strolled
on and waved her hand at the rabbit. ‘I should think
the cinerarias would be better to eat,’ she said.


The singing of water drew her down the path towards
the stream. As she neared the bank, a flock of quail
scudded into the brush with stuttering cries of alarm.
Helen was ashamed that she had disturbed them. ‘Come
back!’ she called. ‘I won’t shoot you. The rabbit didn’t
mind me. Why, I couldn’t shoot you if I wanted to.’
Suddenly she recalled how Hubert had taken her out to
teach her to shoot with a shot-gun. He had grown
religiously solemn as he taught her how to hold the
weapon and how to sight with both eyes open. ‘Now
I’ll throw up a can,’ he said. ‘I don’t want you ever to
shoot at a still target—ever. It is a poor sportsman who
will shoot a sitting bird.’ She had fired wildly at the
flying can until her shoulder was stiff, and as they drove
home he patted her. ‘It’ll be a long time before you
knock over a quail,’ he said. ‘But in a little while you
ought to be able to pot rabbits.’ Then she thought of the
leather quail strings he brought home with clusters of
birds hung by their necks. ‘When they drop off the
strings they’re hung long enough to eat,’ he said solemnly.
All of a sudden Helen realised that she didn’t want to
think about Hubert any more. The retrospection had
almost killed her sense of peace.


It was almost dark. The night was sweet with the
odour of sage. She heard the cook in the kitchen rattling
the cowbell she had bought as a dinner-bell. Helen
pulled her shawl close and shivered and went in.


In the dining-room she found her daughter before her.
All traces of the afternoon’s rage were gone from Hilda’s
face; she looked happy, and very satisfied with herself.


‘My darling. You’re feeling better, aren’t you?’
Helen cried.


‘Oh, yes.’


Helen walked round the table and kissed her on the forehead.
Then for a moment she hugged Hilda convulsively.
‘When you see how beautiful it is here, you’ll love
it. I know you will.’


Hilda did not answer, but her eyes became wily.


‘You will like it, won’t you, darling?’ Helen insisted
as she went back to her place.


Hilda was mysterious. ‘Well, perhaps I’ll like it.
Perhaps I shan’t have to like it.’


‘What do you mean, dear?’


‘Perhaps I shan’t be here very long.’


‘Won’t be here very long?’ Helen looked quickly
across the table. Obviously Hilda was trying to keep
some kind of secret from her. But it was too slippery for
Hilda to hold.


‘Perhaps I might run away and get married.’


Helen sank back in her chair and smiled. ‘Oh, I see.
Surely you might. It would be better to wait a few
years, though. Who is it this time, dear? The prince
again?’


‘No, it’s not the prince. It’s a poor man, but I shall
love him. We made all our plans today. He’ll come for
me, I guess.’


Something stirred in Helen’s memory. ‘Is it the man
who came to the house this afternoon?’


Hilda started up from the table. ‘I won’t tell you
another thing,’ she said. ‘You haven’t any right to ask
me. You just wait a little while—I’ll show you I don’t
have to stay in this old house.’ She ran from the room
and slammed her bedroom door after her.


Helen rang for the house-boy. ‘Joe, exactly what did
the man who came today say?’


‘Say he got to see you about little girl.’


‘Well, what kind of a man was he? How old?’


‘Not old man, Missie, not young man. Maybe fifty
years, I guess.’


Helen sighed. It was just another of the stories, the
little dramas Hilda thought out and told. And they were
so real to her, poor child. Helen ate slowly, and afterwards,
in the big sitting-room, she sat before the fire—idly
knocking coals from the glowing logs. She turned all
the lights off. The fire glinted on the eyes of the stuffed
heads on the wall, and Helen’s old habit reasserted itself.
She found herself imagining how Hubert’s hands looked,
how narrow his hips were, and how straight his legs.
And then she made a discovery: When her mind dropped
his hands they disappeared. She was not building the
figure of her husband. He was gone, completely gone.
For the first time for years, Helen put her hands to her face
and cried, for the peace had come back, and the bursting
expectancy. She dried her eyes and walked slowly about
the room, smiling up at the heads with the casual eyes of a
stranger who didn’t know how each animal had died.
The room looked different and felt different. She
fumbled with the new window-bolts and threw open the
wide windows to the night. And the night wind sighed
in and bathed her bare shoulders with its cool peace. She
leant out of the window and listened. So many little
noises came from the garden and from the hill beyond the
garden. ‘It’s just infested with life,’ she thought. ‘It’s
just bursting with life.’


Gradually as she listened she became aware of a rasping
sound from the other side of the house. ‘If there were
beavers, it would be a beaver cutting down a tree. Perhaps
it’s a porcupine eating out the foundations. I’ve heard of
that. But there aren’t any porcupines here either.’ There
were vibrations of the rasping in the house itself. ‘It must
be something gnawing the logs,’ she said. There came a
little crash. The noise stopped.


Helen started uneasily. She walked quickly down a
passageway and stopped before the door of Hilda’s room.
With her hand on the strong outside bolt she called, ‘Are
you all right, darling?’ There was no answer. Helen
slipped the bolt very quietly and entered the room. One
of the oaken bars was hacked out and Hilda was gone.


For a moment Helen stood rigidly at the open window,
looking wistfully into the grey night. Then her face paled
and her lips set in the old line of endurance. Her movements
were mechanical as she retraced her steps to the
living-room. She climbed up on a chair, unlocked the
gun-case and took down a shot-gun.





Dr. Phillips sat beside Helen Van Deventer in the
coroner’s office. He had to come as the child’s doctor, of
course, but also he thought he could keep Helen from
being afraid. She didn’t look afraid. In her severe, her
almost savage mourning, she looked as enduring as a sea-washed
stone.


‘And you expected it?’ the coroner was saying. ‘You
thought it might happen?’


Dr. Phillips looked uneasily at Helen and cleared his
throat. ‘She had been my patient since she was born.
In a case like this, she might have committed suicide or
murder, depending on circumstances. Then again she
might have lived on harmlessly. She could have gone all
her life without making any violent move. It was impossible
to say, you see.’


The coroner was signing papers. ‘It was a beastly way
for her to do it. Of course the girl was insane, and there
isn’t any reason to inquire into her motives. Her motives
might have been tiny things. But it was a horrible way to
do it. She never knew that, though.... Her head in the
stream and the gun beside her.... I’ll instruct the jury
to bring in a verdict of suicide. I’m sorry to have to talk
like this before you, Mrs. Van Deventer. Finding her
must have been a terrible shock to you.’


The doctor helped Helen down the steps of the court-house.
‘Don’t look like that,’ he cried. ‘You look as
though you were going to be hanged. It’s better so, I tell
you. You must not suffer so.’


She didn’t look at him. ‘I know now. By this time I
know what my life expects of me,’ she said softly. ‘Now I
know what I have always suspected. And I have the
strength to endure, doctor. Don’t you worry about me.’



Chapter Six


Junius Maltby was a small young man of good and
cultured family and decent education. When his
father died bankrupt, Junius got himself inextricably
entangled in a clerkship, against which he feebly struggled
for ten years.


After work Junius retired to his furnished room, patted
the cushions of his easy chair and spent the evening reading.
Stevenson’s essays he thought nearly the finest things
in English; he read Travels with a Donkey many times.


One evening soon after his thirty-fifth birthday, Junius
fainted on the steps of his boarding house. When he recovered
consciousness, he noticed for the first time that his
breathing was difficult and unsatisfactory. He wondered
how long it had been like that. The doctor whom he consulted
was kind and even hopeful.


‘You’re by no means too far gone to get well,’ he said.
‘But you really must take those lungs out of San Francisco.
If you stay here in the fog, you won’t live a year. Move
to a warm, dry climate.’


The accident to his health filled Junius with pleasure,
for it cut the strings he had been unable to sever for himself.
He had five hundred dollars; not that he ever saved
any money; he had simply forgotten to spend it. ‘With
all that,’ he said, ‘I’ll either recover and make a clean,
new start, or else I’ll die and be through with the whole
business.’


A man in his office told him of the warm, protected
valley, the Pastures of Heaven, and Junius went there
immediately. The name pleased him. ‘It’s either an
omen that I’m not going to live,’ he thought, ‘or else it’s a
nice symbolic substitute for death.’ He felt that the name
meant something personal to him, and he was very glad,
because for ten years nothing in the world had been
personal to him.


There were, in the Pastures of Heaven, several families
who wanted to take boarders. Junius inspected each one,
and finally went to live on the farm of the widow Quaker.
She needed the money, and besides, he could sleep in a
shed separated from the farmhouse. Mrs. Quaker had
two small boys and kept a hired man to work the
farm.


The warm climate worked tenderly with Junius’ lungs.
Within a year his colour was good and he had gained in
weight. He was quiet and happy on the farm, and, what
pleased him more, he had thrown off the ten years of the
office and had grown superbly lazy. Junius’ thin blond
hair went uncombed; he wore his glasses far down on his
square nose, for his eyes were getting stronger and only the
habit of feeling spectacles caused him to wear them.
Throughout the day he had always some small stick protruding
from his mouth, a habit only the laziest and most
ruminative of men acquire. The convalescence took
place in 1910.


In 1911 Mrs. Quaker began to worry about what the
neighbours were saying. When she considered the implication
of having a single man in her house, she became
upset and nervous. As soon as Junius’ recovery seemed
beyond doubt, the widow confessed her trepidations. He
married her, immediately and gladly. Now he had a
home and a golden future, for the new Mrs. Maltby
owned two hundred acres of grassy hillside and five acres
of orchard and vegetable bottom. Junius sent for his
books, his easy chair with the adjustable back, and his
good copy of Velasquez’ Cardinal. The future was a
pleasant and sunshiny afternoon to him.


Mrs. Maltby promptly discharged the hired man and
tried to set her husband to work; but in this she encountered
a resistance the more bewildering because it
presented no hard front to strike at. During his convalescence,
Junius had grown to love laziness. He liked
the valley and the farm, but he liked them as they were;
he didn’t want to plant new things, nor to tear out old.
When Mrs. Maltby put a hoe in his hand and set him to
work in the vegetable garden, she found him, likely
enough, hours later, dangling his feet in the meadow
stream and reading his pocket copy of Kidnapped. He was
sorry; he didn’t know how it had happened. And that
was the truth.


At first she nagged him a great deal about his laziness
and his sloppiness of dress, but he soon developed a
faculty for never listening to her. It would be impolite,
he considered, to notice her when she was not being a lady.
It would be like staring at a cripple. And Mrs. Maltby,
after she had battered at his resistance of fog for a time,
took to snivelling and neglecting her hair.


Between 1911 and 1917 the Maltby’s grew very poor.
Junius simply would not take care of the farm. They
even sold a few acres of pasture land to get money for food
and clothing, and even then there was never enough to
eat. Poverty sat cross-legged on the farm, and the
Maltbys were ragged. They had never any new clothes
at all, but Junius had discovered the essays of David
Grayson. He wore overalls and sat under the sycamores
that lined the meadow stream. Sometimes he read
Adventures in Contentment to his wife and two sons.


Early in 1917 Mrs. Maltby found that she was going to
have a baby, and late in the same year the war-time
influenza epidemic struck the family with a dry viciousness.
Perhaps because they were undernourished, the
two boys were stricken simultaneously. For three days
the house seemed filled to overflowing with flushed,
feverish children whose nervous fingers strove to cling to
life by the threads of their bedclothes. For three days
they struggled weakly, and on the fourth both of the boys
died. Their mother didn’t know it, for she was confined,
and the neighbours who came to help in the house hadn’t
the courage nor the cruelty to tell her. The black fever
came upon her while she was in labour and killed her
before she ever saw her child.


The neighbouring women who helped at the birth told
the story throughout the valley that Junius Maltby read
books by the stream while his wife and children died.
But this was only partly true. On the day of their seizure
he dangled his feet in the stream because he didn’t know
they were ill, but thereafter he wandered vaguely from
one to the other of the dying children, and talked nonsense
to them. He told the eldest boy how diamonds are
made. At the bedside of the other he explained the
beauty, the antiquity and the symbolism of the swastika.
One life went out while he read aloud the second chapter
of Treasure Island, and he didn’t even know it had happened
until he finished the chapter and looked up.
During those days he was bewildered. He brought out
the only things he had and offered them, but they had no
potency with death. He knew in advance they wouldn’t
have, and that made it all the more terrible to him.


When the bodies were all gone, Junius went back to the
stream and read a few pages of Travels with a Donkey. He
chuckled uncertainly over the obstinacy of Modestine.
Who but Stevenson could have named a donkey ‘Modestine’.


One of the neighbouring women called him in and
cursed him so violently that he was embarrassed and didn’t
listen. She put her hands on her hips and glared at him
with contempt. And then she brought his child, a son,
and laid it in his arms. When she looked back at him
from the gate, he was standing with the howling little
brute in his arms. He couldn’t see any place to put it
down, so he held it for a long time.


The people of the valley told many stories about Junius.
Sometimes they hated him with the loathing busy people
have for lazy ones, and sometimes they envied his laziness;
but often they pitied him because he blundered so. No
one in the valley ever realised that he was happy.


They told how, by a doctor’s advice, Junius bought a
goat to milk for the baby. He didn’t inquire into the sex
of his purchase nor give his reason for wanting a goat.
When it arrived he looked under it, and very seriously
asked, ‘Is this a normal goat?’


‘Sure,’ said the owner.


‘But shouldn’t there be a bag or something immediately
between the hind legs—for the milk, I mean?’


The people of the valley roared about that. Later,
when a new and better goat was provided, Junius fiddled
with it for two days and could not draw a drop of milk.
He wanted to return this goat as defective until the
owner showed him how to milk it. Some people claimed
that he held the baby under the goat and let it suck its own
milk, but this was untrue. The people of the valley
declared they didn’t know how he ever reared the
child.


One day Junius went into Monterey and hired an old
German to help him on the farm. He gave his new servant
five dollars on account, and never paid him again.
Within two weeks the hired man was so entangled in
laziness that he did no more work than his employer.
The two of them sat about the place together discussing
things which interested and puzzled them—how colour
comes to flowers—whether there is a symbology in nature—where
Atlantis lay—how the Incas interred their dead.


In the spring they planted potatoes, always too late, and
without a covering of ashes to keep the weevils out. They
sowed beans and corn and peas, watched them for a time,
and then forgot them. The weeds covered everything
from sight. It was no unusual thing to see Junius burrow
into a perfect thicket of mallow weeds and emerge carrying
a pale cucumber. He had stopped wearing shoes because
he liked the feeling of the warm earth under his feet,
and because he had no shoes.


In the afternoon Junius talked to Jakob Stutz a great
deal. ‘You know,’ he said, ‘when the children died, I
thought I had reached a peculiarly high peak of horror.
Then, almost while I thought it, the horror turned to sorrow
and the sorrow dwindled to sadness. I didn’t know
my wife nor the children very well, I expect. Perhaps
they were too near to me. It’s a strange thing, this knowing.
It is nothing but an awareness of details. There are
long-visioned minds and short-visioned. I’ve never been
able to see things that are close to me. For instance, I am
much more aware of the Parthenon than of my own house
over there.’ Suddenly Junius’ face seemed to quiver with
feeling, and his eyes brightened with enthusiasm. ‘Jakob,’
he said, ‘have you ever seen a picture of the frieze of the
Parthenon?’


‘Yes, and it is good, too,’ said Jakob.


Junius laid a hand on his hired man’s knee. ‘Those
horses,’ he said. ‘Those lovely horses—bound for a
celestial pasture. Those eager and yet dignified young
men setting out for an incredible fiesta that’s being
celebrated just round the cornice. I wonder how a man
can know what a horse feels like when it is very happy;
and that sculptor must have known or he couldn’t have
carved them so.’


That was how it went on. Junius could not stick to a
subject. Often the men went hungry because they failed
to find a hen’s nest in the grass when it was supper-time.


The son of Junius was named Robert Louis. Junius
called him that when he thought of it, but Jakob Stutz
rebelled at what he considered a kind of literary preciousness.
‘Boys must be named like dogs,’ he maintained.
‘One sound is sufficient for the name. Even
Robert is too long. He should be called “Bob”.’
Jakob nearly got his way.


‘I’ll compromise with you,’ said Junius. ‘We’ll call
him Robbie. Robbie is really shorter than Robert, don’t
you think?’


He often gave way before Jakob, for Jakob continually
struggled a little against the webs that were being spun
about him. Now and then, with a kind of virtuous fury,
he cleaned the house.


Robbie grew up gravely. He followed the men about,
listening to their discussions. Junius never treated him
like a little boy, because he didn’t know how little boys
should be treated. If Robbie made an observation, the
two men listened courteously and included the remark in
their conversation, or even used it as the germ of an investigation.
They tracked down many things in the
course of an afternoon. Every day there were several
raids on Junius’ Encyclopædia.


A huge sycamore stretched out a horizontal limb over
the meadow stream, and on it the three sat, the men
hanging their feet into the water and moving pebbles with
their toes while Robbie tried extravagantly to imitate
them. Reaching the water was one of his criteria of manhood.
Jakob had by this time given up shoes; Robbie
had never worn any in his life.


The discussions were erudite. Robbie couldn’t use
childish talk, for he had never heard any. They didn’t
make conversation; rather they let a seedling of thought
sprout by itself, and then watched with wonder while it
sent out branching limbs. They were surprised at the
strange fruit their conversation bore, for they didn’t direct
their thinking, nor trellis nor trim it the way so many
people do.


There on the limb the three sat. Their clothes were
rags and their hair was only hacked off to keep it out of
their eyes’. The men wore long, untrimmed beards.
They watched the water-spiders on the surface of the pool
below them, a pool which had been deepened by idling
toes. The giant tree above them whisked softly in the
wind, and occasionally dropped a leaf like a brown handkerchief.
Robbie was five years old.


‘I think sycamore trees are good,’ he observed when a
leaf fell in his lap. Jakob picked up the leaf and stripped
the parchment from its ribs.


‘Yes,’ he agreed, ‘they grow by water. Good things
love water. Bad things have always been dry.’


‘Sycamores are big and good,’ said Junius. ‘It seems
to me that a good thing or a kind thing must be very large
to survive. Little good things are always destroyed by
evil little things. Rarely is a big thing poisonous or
treacherous. For this reason, in human thinking, bigness
is an attribute of good and littleness of evil. Do you see
that, Robbie?’


‘Yes,’ said Robbie. ‘I see that. Like elephants.’


‘Elephants are often evil, but when we think of them,
they seem gentle and good.’


‘But water,’ Jakob broke in. ‘Do you see about water
too?’


‘No, not about water.’


‘But I see,’ said Junius. ‘You mean that water is the
seed of life. Of the three elements water is the sperm,
earth the womb, and sunshine the mould of growth.’


Thus they taught him nonsense.


The people of the Pastures of Heaven recoiled from
Junius Maltby after the death of his wife and his two boys.
Stories of his callousness during the epidemic grew to such
proportions that eventually they fell down of their own
weight and were nearly forgotten. But although his
neighbours forgot that Junius had read while his children
died, they could not forget the problem he was becoming.
Here in the fertile valley he lived in fearful poverty.
While other families built small fortunes, bought Fords
and radios, put in electricity and went twice a week to the
moving pictures in Monterey or Salinas, Junius degenerated
and became a ragged savage. The men of the
valley resented his good bottom land, all overgrown with
weeds, his untrimmed fruit trees and his fallen fences.
The women thought with loathing of his unclean house
with its littered back-yard and dirty windows. Both men
and women hated his idleness and his complete lack of
pride. For a time they went to visit him, hoping by their
example to drag him from his slothfulness. But he received
them naturally and with the friendliness of
equality. He wasn’t a bit ashamed of his poverty nor of
his rags. Gradually his neighbours came to think of
Junius as an outcast. No one drove up the private road
to his house any more. They outlawed him from decent
society and resolved never to receive him should he visit
them.


Junius knew nothing about the dislike of his neighbours.
He was still gloriously happy. His life was as unreal, as
romantic and as unimportant as his thinking. He was
content to sit in the sun and to dangle his feet in the
stream. If he had no clothes, at least he had no place to
go to which required good clothes.


Although the people almost hated Junius, they had only
pity for the little boy Robbie. The women told one
another how horrible it was to let the child grow up in
such squalor. But, because they were mostly good people,
they felt a strong reluctance for interfering with Junius’
affairs.


‘Wait until he’s school age,’ Mrs. Banks said to a group
of ladies in her own parlour. ‘We couldn’t do anything
now if we wanted to. He belongs to that father of his.
But just as soon as the child is six, the county’ll have something
to say, let me tell you.’


Mrs. Allen nodded and closed her eyes earnestly. ‘We
keep forgetting that he’s Mamie Quaker’s child as much as
Maltby’s. I think we should have stepped in long ago.
But when he goes to school we’ll give the poor little fellow
a few things he never had.’


‘The least we can do is to see that he has enough clothes
to cover him,’ another of the women agreed.


It seemed that the valley lay crouched in waiting for the
time when Robbie should go to school. When at the beginning
of term, after his sixth birthday, he did not appear,
John Whiteside, the clerk of the school board, wrote a
letter to Junius Maltby.


‘I hadn’t thought of it,’ Junius said when he read it.
‘I guess you’ll have to go to school.’


‘I don’t want to go,’ said Robbie.


‘I know. I don’t much want you to go, either. But we
have laws. The law has a self-protective appendage
called penalty. We have to balance the pleasure of
breaking the law against the punishment. The Carthaginians
punished even misfortune. If a general lost a
battle through bad luck, he was executed. At present we
punish people for accidents of birth and circumstances in
much the same manner.’


In the ensuing discussion they forgot all about the letter.
John Whiteside wrote a very curt note.


‘Well, Robbie, I guess you’ll have to go,’ said Junius,
when he received it. ‘Of course they’ll teach you a great
many things useful.’


‘Why don’t you teach me?’ Robbie pleaded.


‘Oh, I can’t. You see I’ve forgotten the things they
teach.’


‘I don’t want to go at all. I don’t want to learn things.’


‘I know you don’t, but I can’t see any other way out.’


And so one morning Robbie trudged to school. He was
clad in an ancient pair of overalls, out at the knees and
seat, a blue shirt from which the collar was gone, and
nothing else. His long hair hung over his grey eyes like
the forelock of a shaggy pony.


The children made a circle round him in the school
yard and stared at him in silence. They had all heard of
the poverty of the Maltbys and of Junius’ laziness. The
boys looked forward to this moment when they could
torture Robbie. Here was the time at least; he stood in
their circle, and they only stared at him. No one said,
‘Where’d you get them clothes,’ or ‘Look at his hair,’ in
the way they had intended to. The children were puzzled
by their failure to torment Robbie.


As for Robbie, he regarded the circle with serious eyes.
He was not in the least frightened. ‘Don’t you play
games?’ he asked. ‘My father said you’d play games.’


And then the circle broke up with howls. ‘He doesn’t
know any games.’—‘Let’s teach him pewee.’—‘No,
nigger-baby.’ ‘Listen! Listen! Prisoner’s base first.’—‘He
doesn’t know any games.’


And, although they didn’t know why, they thought it
rather a fine thing not to know games. Robbie’s thin face
was studious. ‘We’ll try pewee first,’ he decided. He
was clumsy at the new games, but his teachers did not
hoot at him. Instead they quarrelled for the privilege of
showing him how to hold the pewee stick. There are
several schools of technique in pewee. Robbie stood aside
listening for a while, and at last chose his own instructor.


Robbie’s effect on the school was immediate. The older
boys let him entirely alone, but the younger ones imitated
him in everything, even tearing holes in the knees of their
overalls. When they sat in the sun with their backs to the
school wall, eating their lunches, Robbie told them about
his father and about the sycamore tree. They listened
intently and wished their fathers were lazy and gentle, too.


Sometimes a few of the boys, disobeying the orders of
their parents, sneaked up to the Maltby place on a
Saturday. Junius gravitated naturally to the sycamore
limb, and, while they sat on both sides of him, he read
Treasure Island to them, or described the Gallic wars or the
Battle of Trafalgar. In no time at all, Robbie, with the
backing of his father, became the king of the school yard.
This is demonstrated by the facts that he had no chum,
that they gave him no nickname, and that he arbitrated
in all the disputes. So exalted was his station that no
one even tried to fight with him.


Only gradually did Robbie come to realise that he was
the leader of the younger boys of the school. Something
self-possessed and mature about him made his companions
turn to him for leadership. It wasn’t long before his was
the voice which decided the game to be played. At baseball
he was the umpire for the simple reason that no other
boy could give a ruling without causing a riot. And while
he played the games badly himself, questions of rules and
ethics were invariably referred to him.


After a lengthy discussion with Junius and Jakob,
Robbie invented two vastly popular games, one called
Slinky Coyote, a local version of Hare and Hounds, and
the other named Broken Leg, a kind of glorified tag. For
these two games he made rules as he needed them.


Miss Morgan’s interest was aroused by the little boy, for
he was as much a surprise in the schoolroom as he was in
the yard. He could read perfectly and used a man’s
vocabulary, but he could not write. He was familiar
with numbers, no matter how large, yet he refused to
learn even the simplest arithmetic. Robbie learned to
write with the greatest of difficulty. His hand wavered
crazy letters on his school-pad. At length Miss Morgan
tried to help him.


‘Take one thing and do it over and over until you get it
perfectly,’ she suggested. ‘Be very careful with each
letter.’


Robbie searched his memory for something he liked. At
length he wrote, ‘There is nothing so monsterous but we
can belief it of ourselfs.’ He loved that ‘monsterous’. It
gave timbre and profundity to the thing. If there were
words which through their very sound-power could drag
unwilling genii from the earth, ‘monsterous’ was surely
one of them. Over and over again he wrote the sentence,
taking the greatest of care and drawing on his ‘monsterous’.
At the end of an hour Miss Morgan came to see
how he was getting on.


‘Why, Robert, where in the world did you hear that?’


‘It’s from Stevenson, ma’am. My father knows it by
heart almost.’


Of course Miss Morgan had heard all the bad stories of
Junius, and in spite of them had approved of him. But
now she began to have a strong desire to meet him.


Games in the school yard were beginning to fall off in
interest. Robbie lamented the fact to Junius one morning
before he started off to school. Junius scratched his
beard and thought. ‘Spy is a good game,’ he said at last.
‘I remember I used to like Spy.’


‘Who shall we spy on, though?’


‘Oh, anyone. It doesn’t matter. We used to spy on
Italians.’


Robbie ran off excitedly to school, and that afternoon,
following a lengthy recourse to the school dictionary, he
organized the B.A.S.S.F.E.A.J. Translated, which it
never was above a whisper, this was the Boys’ Auxiliary
Secret Service For Espionage Against the Japanese. If
for no other reason, the very magnificence of the name of
this organization would have made it a force to be
reckoned with. One by one Robbie took the boys into
the dim greenness under the school yard willow tree, and
there swore them to secrecy with an oath so ferocious that
it would have done credit to a freemason’s lodge. Later,
he brought the group together. Robbie explained to the
boys that we should undoubtedly go to war with Japan
some day.


‘It behoves us to be ready,’ he said. ‘The more we can
find out about the nefarious practices of this nefarious race,
the more spy information we can give our country when
war breaks out.’


The candidates succumbed before this glorious diction.
They were appalled by the seriousness of a situation which
required words like these. Since spying was now the
business of the school, little Takashi Kato, who was in the
third form, didn’t spend a peaceful moment from then on.
If Takashi raised two fingers in school, Robbie glanced
meaningly at one of the Boy Auxiliaries, and a second
hand sprung frantically into the air. When Takashi
walked home from school, at least five boys crept through
the brush beside the road. Eventually, however, Mr.
Kato, Takashi’s father, fired a shot into the dark one night,
after seeing a white face looking in at his window. Robbie
reluctantly called the Auxiliary together and ordered that
espionage be stopped at sundown. ‘They couldn’t do
anything really important at night,’ he explained.


In the long run Takashi did not suffer from the espionage
practised on him, for, since the Auxiliaries had to
watch him, they could make no important excursions
without taking him along with them. He found himself
invited everywhere because no one would consent to be
left behind to watch him.


The Boy Auxiliaries received their death-blow when
Takashi, who had in some way learnt of their existence,
applied for admittance.


‘I don’t see how we can let you in,’ Robbie explained
kindly. ‘You see you’re a Japanese, and we hate them.’


Takashi was almost in tears. ‘I was born here, the
same as you,’ he cried. ‘I’m just as good an American
as you, ain’t I?’


Robbie thought hard. He didn’t want to be cruel to
Takashi. Then his brow cleared. ‘Say, do you speak
Japanese?’ he demanded.


‘ ’Course I do, pretty well.’


‘Well, then, you can be our interpreter and decipher
our secret messages.’


Takashi beamed with pleasure. ‘Sure I can,’ he cried
enthusiastically. ‘And if you fellows want, we’ll spy on
my old man.’


But the thing was broken. There was no one left to
fight but Mr. Kato, and Mr. Kato was too nervous with
his shot-gun.


Hallowe’en went past, and Thanksgiving. By that time
Robbie’s effect on the boys was indicated by a growth in
their vocabularies, and by a positive hatred of shoes or of
any kind of good clothing for that matter. Although he
didn’t realise it, Robbie had set a style, not new, perhaps,
but more rigid than it had been. It was unmanly to wear
good clothes, and even more than that, it was considered
an insult to Robbie.


One Friday afternoon Robbie wrote fourteen notes, and
secretly passed them to fourteen boys in the school yard.
The notes were all the same. They said: ‘A lot of Indians
are going to burn the Pres. of the U.S. at the stake at my
house tomorrow at ten o’clock. Sneak out and bark like a
fox down by our lower field. I will come and lead you to
the rescue of this poor soul.’


For several months Miss Morgan had intended to call
upon Junius Maltby. The stories told of him, and her
contact with his son, had raised her interest to a high
point. Every now and then, in the schoolroom, one of
the boys imparted a piece of astounding information.
For example, one child who was really famous for his
stupidity told her that Hengist and Horsa invaded Britain.
When pressed he admitted that the information came
from Junius Maltby, and that in some way it was a kind
of a secret. The old story of the goat amused the teacher
so much that she sent it to a magazine, but no magazine
bought it. Over and over again she made up her mind
to walk out to the Maltby farm.


She awoke one December Saturday morning and found
frost in the air and a brilliant sun shining. After breakfast
she put on her corduroy skirt and her hiking boots,
and left the house. In the yard she tried to persuade the
ranch dogs to accompany her, but they only flopped their
tails and went back to sleep in the sun.


The Maltby place lay about two miles away in the little
canyon called Gato Amarillo. A stream ran beside the
road, and sword ferns grew rankly under the alders. It
was almost cold in the canyon, for the sun had not yet
climbed over the mountain. Once during her walk Miss
Morgan thought she heard footsteps and voices ahead of
her, but when she hurried around the bend, no one was in
sight. However, the brush beside the road crackled
mysteriously.


Although she had never been there before, Miss Morgan
knew the Maltby land when she came to it. Fences
reclined wearily on the ground under an overload of
bramble. The fruit trees stretched bare branches clear
of a forest of weeds. Wild blackberries clambered up the
apple trees; squirrels and rabbits bolted from under her
feet, and soft-voiced doves flew away with whistling wings.
In a tall wild pear tree a congress of jays squawked a
cacophonous argument. Then, beside an elm tree which
wore a shaggy coat of frost-bitten creeper, Miss Morgan
saw the mossy, curled shingles of the Maltby roof. The
place, in its quietness, might have been deserted for a hundred
years. ‘How tumbledown and slovenly!’ she
thought. ‘How utterly lovely and slipshod!’ She let
herself into the yard through a wicket gate which hung
from its post by one iron band. The farm buildings were
grey with weathering, and, up the sides of the walls, outlawed
climbers pushed their fingers. Miss Morgan turned
the corner of the house and stopped in her tracks; her
mouth fell open and a chill shrivelled her spine. In the
centre of the yard a stout post was set up, and to it an old
and ragged man was bound with many lengths of rope.
Another man, younger and smaller, but even more
ragged, was piling brushwood about the feet of the captive.
Miss Morgan shivered and backed round the corner
of the house again. ‘Such things don’t happen,’ she
insisted. ‘You’re dreaming. Such things just can’t
happen.’ And then she heard the most amiable of conversations
going on between the two men.


‘It’s nearly ten,’ said the torturer.


The captive replied, ‘Yes, and you be careful how you
set fire to that brush. Be sure you see them coming before
you light it.’


Miss Morgan nearly screamed with relief. She walked
a little unsteadily towards the stake. The free man
turned and saw her. For a second he seemed surprised,
but immediately recovering, he bowed. Coming from a
man with torn overalls and a matted beard, the bow was
ridiculous and charming.


‘I’m the teacher,’ Miss Morgan explained breathlessly.
‘I was just out for a walk, and I saw this house. For a
moment I thought this auto-da-fé was serious.’


Junius smiled. ‘But it is serious. It’s more serious
than you think. For a moment I thought you were the
rescue. The relief is due at ten o’clock, you know.’


A savage barking of foxes broke out below the house
among the willows. ‘That will be the relief,’ Junius continued.
‘Pardon me, Miss Morgan, isn’t it? I am Junius
Maltby and this gentlemen on ordinary days is Jakob
Stutz. Today, though, he is President of the United
States being burnt by Indians. For a time we thought
he’d be Guenevere, but even without the full figure, he
makes a better President than a Guenevere, don’t you
think? Besides, he refused to wear a shirt.’


‘Damn foolishness,’ said the President complacently.


Miss Morgan laughed. ‘May I watch the rescue, Mr.
Maltby?’


‘I’m not Mr. Maltby, I’m three hundred Indians.’


The barking of foxes broke out again. ‘Over by the
steps,’ said the three hundred Indians. ‘You won’t be
taken for a redskin and massacred over there.’ He gazed
towards the stream. A willow branch was shaking wildly.
Junius scratched a match on his trousers and set fire to
the brushwood at the foot of the stake. As the flame
leaped up, the willow trees seemed to burst into pieces
and each piece became a shrieking boy. The mass
charged forward, armed as haphazardly and as terribly
as the French people were when they stormed the Bastille.
Even as the fire licked towards the President, it was
kicked violently aside. The rescuers unwound the ropes
with fervent hands, and Jakob Stutz stood free and happy.
Nor was the following ceremony less impressive than the
rescue. As the boys stood at the salute, the President
marched down the line and to each overall pinned a
leaden disc on which the word hero was deeply scratched.
The game was over.


‘Next Saturday we hang the guilty villains who have
attempted this dastardly plot,’ Robbie announced.


‘Why not now? Let’s hang ’em now!’ the troop
screamed.


‘No, my men. There are lots of things to do. We have
to make a gallows.’ He turned to his father. ‘I guess
we’ll have to hang both of you,’ he said. For a moment
he looked covetously at Miss Morgan, and then reluctantly
gave her up.


That afternoon was one of the most pleasant Miss
Morgan had ever spent. Although she was given a seat
of honour on the sycamore limb, the boys had ceased to
regard her as the teacher.


‘It’s nicer if you take off your shoes,’ Robbie invited her,
and it was nicer, she found, when her boots were off and
her feet dangled in the water.


That afternoon Junius talked of cannibal societies
among the Aleutian Indians. He told how the mercenaries
turned against Carthage. He described the
Lacedæmonians combing their hair before they died at
Thermopylæ. He explained the origin of macaroni, and
told of the discovery of copper as though he had been there.
Finally, when the dour Jakob opposed his idea of the
eviction from the Garden of Eden, a mild quarrel broke
out, and the boys started for home. Miss Morgan
allowed them to outdistance her, for she wanted to think
quietly about the strange gentleman.


The day when the school board paid a visit was looked
forward to with terror by both the teacher and her pupils.
It was a day of tense ceremony. Lessons were recited
nervously and the misspelling of a word seemed a capital
crime. There was no day on which the children made
more blunders, nor on which the teacher’s nerves were
thinner worn.


The school board of the Pastures of Heaven paid a visit
on the afternoon of December 15. Immediately after
lunch they filed in, looking sombre and funereal and a
little ashamed. First came John Whiteside, the clerk, old
and white-haired, with an easy attitude towards education
which was sometimes criticised in the valley. Pat
Humbert came after him. Pat was elected because he
wanted to be. He was a lonely man who had no initiative
in meeting people, and who took every possible means to
be thrown into contact with them. His clothes were as
uncompromising, as unhappy as the bronze suit on the
seated statue of Lincoln in Washington. T. B. Allen
followed, dumpily rolling up the aisle. Since he was the
only merchant in the valley, his seat on the board belonged
to him by right. Behind him strode Raymond
Banks, big and jolly and very red of hands and face.
Last in the line was Bert Munroe, the newly elected
member. Since it was his first visit to the school, Bert
seemed a little sheepish as he followed the other members
to their seats at the front of the room.


When the board was seated magisterially, their wives
came in and found seats at the back of the room, behind
the children. The pupils squirmed uneasily. They felt
that they were surrounded, that escape, should they need
to escape, was cut off. When they twisted in their seats,
they saw that the women were smiling benevolently on
them. They caught sight of a large paper bundle which
Mrs. Munroe held in her lap.


School opened, Miss Morgan, with a strained smile on
her face, welcomed the school board. ‘We will do
nothing out of the ordinary, gentlemen,’ she said. ‘I
think it will be more interesting to you in your official
capacities to see the school as it operates everyday.’ A
very little later she wished she hadn’t said that. Never
within her recollection had she seen such stupid children.
Those who did manage to force words past their frozen
palates made the most hideous mistakes. Their spelling
was abominable. Their reading sounded like the jibbering
of the insane. The board tried to be dignified,
but they could not help smiling a little at embarrassment
for the children. A light perspiration formed on Miss
Morgan’s forehead. She had visions of being dismissed
from her position by an outraged board. The wives in
the rear smiled on, nervously, and time dripped by.


When the arithmetic had been muddled and travestied,
John Whiteside rose from his chair.


‘Thank you, Miss Morgan,’ he said. ‘If you’ll allow it,
I’ll just say a few words to the children, and then you can
dismiss them. They ought to have some payment for
having us here.’


The teacher sighed with relief. ‘Then you do understand
they weren’t doing as well as usual? I’m glad you
know that.’


John Whiteside smiled. He had seen so many nervous
young teachers on school board days. ‘If I thought they
were doing their best, I’d close the school,’ he said. Then
he spoke to the children for five minutes—told them they
should study hard and love their teacher. It was the
short and painless little speech he had used for years. The
older pupils had heard it often. When it was done, he
asked the teacher to dismiss the school. The pupils filed
quietly out, but, once in the air, their relief was too much
for them. With howls and shrieks they did their best to
kill each other by disembowelment and decapitation.


John Whiteside shook hands with Miss Morgan.
‘We’ve never had a teacher who kept better order,’ he
said kindly. ‘I think if you knew how much the children
like you, you’d be embarrassed.’


‘But they’re good children,’ she insisted loyally.
‘They’re awfully good children.’


‘Of course,’ John Whiteside agreed. ‘By the way, how
is the little Maltby boy getting on?’


‘Why, he’s a bright youngster, a curious child. I think
he has almost a brilliant mind.’


‘We’ve been talking about him at board meeting, Miss
Morgan. You know, of course, that his home life isn’t all
that it ought to be. I noticed him this afternoon especially.
The poor child’s hardly clothed.’


‘Well, it’s a strange home.’ Miss Morgan felt that she
had to defend Junius. ‘It’s not the usual kind of home,
but it isn’t bad.’


‘Don’t mistake me, Miss Morgan. We aren’t going to
interfere. We just thought we ought to give him a few
things. His father’s very poor, you know.’


‘I know,’ she said gently.


‘Mrs. Munroe bought him a few clothes. If you’ll call
him in, we’ll give them to him.’


‘Oh! No, I wouldn’t——’ she began.


‘Why not? We only have a few little shirts and a pair
of overalls and some shoes.’


‘But, Mr. Whiteside, it might embarrass him. He’s
quite a proud little chap.’


‘Embarrass him to have decent clothes? Nonsense!
I should think it would embarrass him more not to have
them. But apart from that, it’s too cold for him to go
barefoot at this time of year. There’s been frost on the
ground every morning for a week.’


‘I wish you wouldn’t,’ she said helplessly. ‘I really
wish you wouldn’t do it.’


‘Miss Morgan, don’t you think you’re making too much
of this? Mrs. Munroe has been kind enough to buy the
things for him. Please call him in so that she can give
them to him.’


A moment later Robbie stood before them. His unkempt
hair fell over his face, and his eyes still glittered
with the fierceness of the play in the yard. The group
gathered at the front of the room regarded him kindly,
trying not to look too pointedly at his ragged clothes.
Robbie gazed uneasily about.


‘Mrs. Munroe has something to give you, Robert,’
Miss Morgan said.


Then Mrs. Munroe came forward and put the bundle in
his arms. ‘What a nice little boy!’


Robbie placed the package carefully on the floor and
put his hands behind him.


‘Open it, Robert,’ T. B. Allen said sternly. ‘Where are
your manners?’


Robbie gazed resentfully at him. ‘Yes, sir,’ he said, and
untied the string. The shirts and the new overalls lay open
before him, and he stared at them uncomprehendingly.
Suddenly he seemed to realise what they were. His face
flushed warmly. For a moment he looked about nervously
like a trapped animal, and then he bolted through the door,
leaving the little heap of clothing behind him. The school
board heard two steps in the porch, and Robbie was gone.


Mrs. Munroe turned helplessly to the teacher. ‘What’s
wrong with him, anyway?’


‘I think he was embarrassed,’ said Miss Morgan.


‘But why should he be? We were nice to him.’


The teacher tried to explain, and became a little angry
with them in trying. ‘I think, you see—why, I don’t
think he ever knew he was poor until a moment ago.’


‘It was my mistake,’ John Whiteside apologised. ‘I’m
sorry, Miss Morgan.’


‘What can we do about him?’ Bert Munroe asked.


‘I don’t know. I really don’t know.’


Mrs. Munroe turned to her husband. ‘Bert, I think if
you went out and had a talk with Mr. Maltby it might
help. I don’t mean you to be anything but kind. Just
tell him little boys shouldn’t walk about in bare feet in the
frost. Maybe just a word like that’ll help. Mr. Maltby
could tell little Robert he must take the clothes. What
do you think, Mr. Whiteside?’


‘I don’t like it. You’ll have to vote to overrule my
objection. I’ve done enough harm as it is.’


‘I think his health is more important than his feelings,’
Mrs. Munroe insisted.


School closed for Christmas week on the twentieth of
December. Miss Morgan planned to spend her vacation
in Los Angeles. While she was waiting at the cross-roads
for a bus to Salinas she saw a man and a little boy walking
down the Pastures of Heaven road towards her. They
were dressed in cheap new clothes, and both of them
walked as though their feet were sore. As they neared
her, Miss Morgan looked closely at the little boy, and saw
that it was Robbie. His face was sullen and unhappy.


‘Why, Robert,’ she cried. ‘What’s the matter?
Where are you going?’


The man spoke. ‘We’re going to San Francisco, Miss
Morgan.’


She looked up quickly. It was Junius shorn of his
beard. She hadn’t realised that he was so old. Even his
eyes, which had been young, looked old. But of course
he was pale because the beard had protected his skin
from sunburn. On his face there was a look of deep
bewilderment.


‘Are you going up for the holidays?’ Miss Morgan
asked. ‘I love the shops in the city at Christmas-time.
I could look at them for days.’


‘No,’ Junius replied slowly. ‘I guess we’re going there
for good. I am an accountant, Miss Morgan. At least I
was an accountant twenty years ago. I’m going to try to
get a job.’ There was pain in his voice.


‘But why are you doing that?’ she demanded.


‘You see,’ he explained simply. ‘I didn’t know I was
doing an injury to the boy, here. I hadn’t thought about
it. I suppose I should have thought about it. You can
see that he shouldn’t be brought up in poverty. You can
see that, can’t you? I didn’t know what people were
saying about us.’


‘Why don’t you stay on the farm? It’s a good farm,
isn’t it?’


‘But I couldn’t make a living on it, Miss Morgan. I
don’t know anything about farming. Jakob is going to
try to run the farm, but you know, Jakob is very lazy.
Later, when I can, I’ll sell the farm so that Robbie can
have a few things he never had.’


Miss Morgan was angry, but at the same time she felt
she was going to cry. ‘You don’t believe everything silly
people tell you, do you?’


He looked at her in surprise. ‘Of course not. But you
can see for yourself that a growing boy shouldn’t be
brought up like a little animal, can’t you?’


The bus came into sight on the highway and bore down
on them. Junius pointed to Robbie. ‘He didn’t want to
come. He ran away into the hills. Jakob and I caught
him last night. He’s lived like a little animal too long,
you see. Besides, Miss Morgan, he doesn’t know how
nice it will be in San Francisco.’


The bus squealed to a stop. Junius and Robbie
climbed into the back seat. Miss Morgan was about to
get in beside them. Suddenly she turned and took her
seat beside the driver. ‘Of course,’ she said to herself.
‘Of course, they want to be alone.’



Chapter Seven


Old Guiermo Lopez died when his daughters were
fairly well grown, leaving them forty acres of
rocky hillside and no money at all. They lived
in a whitewashed, weather-boarded shack, with an outhouse,
a well and a shed beside it. Practically nothing
would grow on the starved soil except weeds and flowering
sage, and, although the sisters toiled mightily over a little
garden, they succeeded in producing very few vegetables.
For a time, with grim martyrdom, they went hungry, but
in the end the flesh conquered. They were too fat and
too jolly to make martyrs of themselves over an unreligious
matter like eating.


One day Rosa had an idea. ‘Are we not the best
makers of tortillas in the valley?’ she asked of her sister.


‘We had that art from our mother,’ Maria responded
piously.


‘Then we are saved. We will make enchiladas,
tortillas, tamales. We will sell them to the people of Las
Pasturas del Cielo.’


‘Will those people buy, do you think?’ Maria asked
sceptically.


‘Listen to this from me, Maria. In Monterey there are
several places where tortillas, only one finger as good as
ours, are sold. And those people who sell them are very
rich. They have a new dress thrice a year. And do
their tortillas compare with ours? I ask that of you,
remembering our mother.’


Maria’s eyes brimmed with tears of emotion. ‘They do
not,’ she declared passionately. ‘In the whole world there
are none like those tortillas beaten by the sainted hands of
our mother.’


‘Well, then, adelante!’ said Rosa with finality. ‘If they
are so good, the people will buy.’


There followed a week of frenzied preparation in which
the perspiring sisters scrubbed and decorated. When they
had finished, their little house wore a new coat of white-wash
inside and out. Geranium cuttings were planted
by the door-step, and the trash of years had been collected
and burnt. The front room of the house was transformed
into a restaurant containing two tables which
were covered with yellow oilcloth. A pine board on the
fence next to the county road proclaimed: tortillas,
enchiladas, tamales and some other spanish cookings,
r. & m. lopez.


Business did not come with a rush. Indeed, very little
came at all. The sisters sat at their own yellow tables and
waited. They were childlike and jovial and not very clean.
Sitting in the chairs, they waited on fortune. But let a
customer enter the shop, and they leapt instantly to attention.
They laughed delightedly at everything their client
said; they boasted of their ancestry and of the marvellous
texture of their tortillas. They rolled their sleeves to the
elbows to show the whiteness of their skin in passionate
denial of Indian blood. But very few customers came.
The sisters began to find difficulties in their business.
They could not make any quantity of their product, for
it would spoil if kept for long. Tamales require fresh
meat. So it was that they began to set traps for birds and
rabbits: sparrows, blackbirds and larks were kept in cages
until they were needed for tamales. And still the business
languished.


One morning Rosa confronted her sister. ‘You must
harness old Lindo, Maria. There are no more corn
husks.’ She placed a piece of silver in Maria’s hand.
‘Buy only a few in Monterey,’ she said. ‘When the
business is better we will buy very many.’


Maria obediently kissed her and started out towards the
shed.


‘And, Maria—if there is any money over, a sweet for
you and for me—a big one.’


When Maria drove back to the house that afternoon she
found her sister strangely quiet. The shrieks, the little
squeals, the demands for every detail of the journey,
which usually followed a reunion, were missing. Rosa
sat in a chair at one of the tables, and on her face there
was a scowl of concentration.


Maria approached timidly. ‘I bought the husks very
cheaply,’ she said. ‘And here, Rosa, here is the sweet.
The biggest kind, and only four cents!’


Rosa took the proffered candy bar and put one huge
end of it in her mouth. She still scowled with thought.
Maria settled herself near-by, smiling gently, quizzically,
silently pleading for a share of her sister’s burden. Rosa
sat like a rock and sucked her candy bar. Suddenly she
glared into Maria’s eyes. ‘Today,’ she said solemnly,
‘today I gave myself to a customer.’


Maria sobbed with excitement and interest.


‘Do not make a mistake,’ Rosa continued. ‘I did not
take money. The man had eaten three enchiladas—three!’


Maria broke into a thin, childish wail of nervousness.
‘Be still,’ said Rosa. ‘What do you think I should do
now? It is necessary to encourage our customers if we
are to succeed. And he had three, Maria, three enchiladas!
And he paid for them. Well? What do you
think?’


Maria sniffed and clutched at a moral bravery in the
face of her sister’s argument. ‘I think, Rosa, I think our
mother would be glad, and I think your own soul would
be glad if you should ask forgiveness of the Mother Virgin
and of Santa Rosa.’


Rosa smiled broadly and took Maria in her arms. ‘That
is what I did. Just as soon as he went away. He was
hardly out of the house before I did that.’


Maria tore herself away, and with streaming eyes went
into her bedroom. For ten minutes she knelt before the
little Virgin on the wall. Then she arose and flung herself
into Rosa’s arms. ‘Rosa, my sister,’ she cried happily.
‘I think—I think I shall encourage the customers, too.’


The Lopez sisters smothered each other in a huge embrace
and mingled their tears of joy.


That day marked the turning-point of the affairs of the
Lopez sisters. It is true that business did not flourish, but
from then on they sold enough of their ‘Spanish Cookings’
to keep food in the kitchen and bright print dresses on
their broad, round backs. They remained persistently
religious. When either of them had sinned she went
directly to the little porcelain Virgin, now conveniently
placed in the hall to be accessible from both bedrooms,
and prayed for forgiveness. Sins were not allowed to pile
up. They confessed each one as it was committed. Under
the Virgin there was a polished place on the floor where
they had knelt in their nightdresses.


Life became very pleasant to the Lopez sisters. There
was not even a taint of rivalry, for although Rosa was
older and braver, they looked almost exactly alike. Maria
was a little fatter, but Rosa was a little taller, and there
you had it.


Now the house was filled with laughter and with squeals
of enthusiasm. They sang over the flat stones while they
patted out the tortillas with their fat, strong hands. Let a
customer say something funny, let Tom Breman say to
them, as he ate his third tamale, ‘Rosa, you’re living too
high. This rich living is going to bust your inside open
if you don’t cut it out,’ and both the sisters would be
racked with giggles for half an hour afterwards. A whole
day later, while they patted out the tortillas on the stone,
they would remember this funny thing and laugh all over
again. For these sisters knew how to preserve laughter,
how to pet and coax it along until their spirits drank the
last dregs of its potentiality. Don Tom was a fine man,
they said. A funny man—and a rich man. Once he
ate five plates of chile con carne. But also, something
you did not often find in a rich man, he was an hombre
fuerte, oh, very strong! Over the tortilla stones they
nodded their heads wisely and reminiscently at this
observation, like two connoisseurs remembering a good
wine.


It must not be supposed that the sisters were prodigal
of their encouragement. They accepted no money for
anything except their cooking. However, if a man ate
three or more of their dishes, the soft hearts of the sisters
broke with gratitude, and that man became a candidate
for encouragement.


On an unfortunate night, a man whose appetite was not
equal to three enchiladas offered Rosa the money of
shame. There were several other customers in the house
at the time. The offer was made in the midst of a crackle
of conversation. Instantly the noise ceased, leaving a
horrified silence. Maria hid her face in her hands.
Rosa grew pale and then flushed brilliant with furious
blood. She panted with emotion and her eyes sparkled.
Her fat, strong hands rose like eagles and settled on her
hips. But when she spoke, it was with a curious emotional
restraint. ‘It is an insult to me,’ she said huskily.
‘You do not know, perhaps, that General Vallejo is nearly
our ancestor, so close as that we are related. In our veins
the pure blood is. What would General Vallejo say if he
heard? Do you think his hand could stay from his sword
to hear you insult two ladies so nearly in his family? Do
you think it? You say to us, “You are shameful women!”
We, who make the finest, the thinnest tortillas in all
California.’ She panted with the effort to restrain
herself.


‘I didn’t mean nothing,’ the offender whined. ‘Honest
to God, Rosa, I didn’t mean nothing.’


Her anger left her then. One of her hands took flight
from her hip, this time like a lark, and motioned almost
sadly towards the door. ‘Go,’ she said gently. ‘I do not
think you meant bad, but the insult is still.’ And as the
culprit slunk out of the doorway, ‘Now, would anyone
else like a little dish of chiles con frijoles? Which one
here? Chiles con frijoles like none in the world.’


Ordinarily they were happy, these sisters. Maria,
whose nature was very delicate and sweet, planted more
geraniums round the house, and lined the fence with
hollyhocks. On a trip to Salinas, Rosa and Maria
bought and presented to each other boudoir caps like
inverted nests of blue and pink ribbons. It was the limit!
Side by side they looked in a mirror and then turned their
heads and smiled a little sadly at each other, thinking,
‘This is the great day. This is the time we shall remember
always as the happy time. What a shame it cannot
last.’


For fear that it would not last, Maria kept large vases of
flowers in front of her Virgin.


But their foreboding came seldom upon them. Maria
bought a little phonograph with records—tangoes, waltzes.
When the sisters worked over the stones, they set the
machine playing and patted out the tortillas in time to the
music.


Inevitably, in the valley of the Pastures of Heaven, the
whisper went about that the Lopez sisters were bad
women. Ladies of the valley spoke coldly to them when
they passed. It is impossible to say how these ladies
knew. Certainly their husbands didn’t tell them, but
nevertheless they knew; they always know.


Before daylight on a Saturday morning Maria carried
out the old, string-mended harness and festooned it on
the bones of Lindo. ‘Have courage, my friend,’ she said
to the horse, as she buckled the crupper, and ‘The mouth,
please, my Lindo,’ as she inserted the bit. Then she
backed him between the shafts of an ancient buggy.
Lindo purposely stumbled over the shafts, just as he had
for thirty years. When Maria hooked the traces, he
looked round at her with a heavy, philosophic sadness.
Old Lindo had no interest in destinations any more. He
was too old even to be excited about going home once he
was out. Now he lifted his lips from his long, yellow
teeth, and grinned despairingly. ‘The way is not long,’
Maria soothed him. ‘We will go slowly. You must not
fear the journey, Lindo.’ But Lindo did fear the journey.
He loathed the journey to Monterey and back.


The buggy sagged alarmingly when Maria clambered
into it. She took the reins gingerly in her hands. ‘Go,
my friend,’ she said, and fluttered the reins. Lindo
shivered and looked round at her. ‘Do you hear? We
must go! There are things to buy in Monterey.’ Lindo
shook his head and dropped one knee in a kind of curtsy.
‘Listen to me, Lindo!’ Maria cried imperiously. ‘I say
we must go. I am firm! I am even angry.’ She
fluttered the reins ferociously about his shoulders. Lindo
drooped his head nearly to the earth, like a scenting
hound, and moved slowly out of the yard. Nine miles he
must go to Monterey, and nine miles back. Lindo knew
it, and despaired at the knowledge. But now that her
firmness and her anger were over, Maria settled back in
the seat and hummed the chorus of the ‘Waltz Moon’
tango.


The hills glittered with dew. Maria, breathing the
fresh damp air, sang more loudly, and even Lindo found
youth enough in his old nostrils to snort. A meadow lark
flew ahead from post to post, singing furiously. Far ahead
Maria saw a man walking in the road. Before she came
up with him she knew from the shambling, ape-like
stride that it was Allen Hueneker, the ugliest, shyest man
in the valley.


Allen Hueneker not only walked like an ape, he looked
like an ape. Little boys who wanted to insult their friends
did so by pointing to Allen and saying, ‘There goes your
brother.’ It was a deadly satire. Allen was so shy and so
horrified at his appearance that he tried to grow whiskers
to cover up his face, but the coarse, sparse stubble grew in
the wrong places and only intensified his simian appearance.
His wife had married him because she was thirty-seven,
and because Allen was the only man of her acquaintance
who could not protect himself. Later it
came out that she was a woman whose system required
jealousy in order to function properly. Finding nothing
in Allen’s life of which she could be jealous she manufactured
things. To her neighbours she told stories of his
prowess with women, of his untrustworthiness, of his
obscure delinquencies. She told these stories until she
believed them, but her neighbours laughed behind her
back when she spoke of Allen’s sins, for everyone in the
Pastures of Heaven knew how shy and terrified the ugly
little man was.


The ancient Lindo stumbled abreast of Allen Hueneker.
Maria tugged at the reins as though she was pulling up a
thunderously galloping steed. ‘Steady, Lindo! Be calm!’
she called. At the lightest pressure of the reins, Lindo
turned to stone and sunk into his loose-jointed hang-neck
posture of complete repose.


‘Good morning,’ said Maria politely.


Allen edged shyly over towards the side of the road.
‘Morning,’ he said, and turned to look with affected
interest up a side hill.


‘I go to Monterey,’ Maria continued. ‘Do you wish
to ride?’


Allen squirmed and searched the sky for clouds or hawks.
‘I ain’t going only to the bus stop,’ he said sullenly.


‘And what then? It is a little ride, no?’


The man scratched among his whiskers, trying to make
up his mind. And then, more to end the situation than
for the sake of a ride, he climbed into the buggy beside the
fat Maria. She rolled aside to make room for him, and
then oozed back. ‘Lindo, go!’ she called. ‘Lindo, do
you hear me? Go before I grow angry again.’ The
reins clattered about Lindo’s neck. His nose dropped
towards the ground, and he sauntered on.


For a little while they drove in silence, but soon Maria
remembered how polite it was to encourage conversation.
‘You go on a trip, yes?’ she asked.


Allen glared at an oak tree and said nothing.


‘I have not been on a train,’ Maria confided after a
moment, ‘but my sister, Rosa, has ridden on trains. Once
she rode to San Francisco, and once she rode back. I have
heard very rich men say it is good to travel. My own
sister, Rosa, says so too.’


‘I ain’t going only to Salinas,’ said Allen.


‘Ah, of course I have been there many times. Rosa
and I have such friends in Salinas. Our mother came
from there. And our father often went there with wood.’


Allen struggled against his embarrassment. ‘Couldn’t
get the old Ford going, or I’d’ve gone in it.’


‘You have, then, a Ford?’ Maria was impressed.


‘Just an old Ford.’


‘We have said, Rosa and I, that some day we, too, may
have a Ford. Then we will travel to many places. I
have heard very rich men say it is good to travel.’


As though to punctuate the conversation, an old Ford
appeared over the hill and came roaring down upon them.
Maria gripped the reins. ‘Lindo, be calm!’ she called.
Lindo paid not the slightest attention either to Maria or to
the Ford.


Mr. and Mrs. Munroe were in the Ford. Bert craned
his neck as they passed. ‘God! Did you see that?’ he
demanded, laughing. ‘Did you see that old woman-killer
with Maria Lopez?’


Mrs. Munroe smiled.


‘Say,’ Bert cried. ‘It’d be a good joke to tell old lady
Hueneker we saw her old man running off with Maria
Lopez.’


‘Don’t you do anything of the kind,’ his wife insisted.


‘But it’d be a good joke. You know how she talks
about him.’


‘No, don’t you do it, Bert!’


Meanwhile Maria drove on, conversing guilelessly with
her reluctant guest. ‘You do not come to our house for
enchiladas. There are no enchiladas like ours. For
look! we learnt from our mother. When our mother was
living, it was said as far as San Juan, even as far as
Gilroy, that no one else could make tortillas so flat, so
thin. You must know it is the beating, always the
beating, that makes goodness and thinnesss to a tortilla.
No one ever beat so long as our mother, not even Rosa.
I go now to Monterey for flour because it is cheaper there.’


Allen Hueneker sank into his side of the seat and wished
for the bus station.


It was late in the afternoon before Maria neared home
again. ‘Soon we are there,’ she called happily to Lindo.
‘Have courage, my friend; the way is short now.’ Maria
was bubbling with anticipation. In a riot of extravagance
she had bought four candy bars, but that was not
all. For Rosa she had a present, a pair of broad silken
garters with huge red poppies appliquéd on their sides.
In her imagination she could see Rosa putting them on
and then lifting her skirt, but very modestly, of course.
The two of them would look at the garters in a mirror
standing on the floor. Rosa would point her toe a trifle,
and then the sisters would cry with happiness.


In the yard Maria slowly unharnessed Lindo. It was
good, she knew, to put off joy, for by doing so, one increased
joy. The house was very quiet. There were no
vehicles in front to indicate the presence of customers.
Maria hung up the old harness, and turned Lindo into the
pasture. Then she took out the candy bars and the
garters and walked slowly into the house. Rosa sat at
one of the little tables, a silent, restrained Rosa, a grim
and suffering Rosa. Her eyes seemed glazed and sightless.
Her fat, firm hands were clenched on the table in
front of her. She did not turn nor give any sign of
recognition when Maria entered. Maria stopped and
stared at her.


‘Rosa,’ she said timidly. ‘I’m back home, Rosa.’


Her sister turned slowly. ‘Yes,’ she said.


‘Are you sick, Rosa?’


The glazed eyes had turned back to the table again.
‘No.’


‘I have a present, Rosa. Look, Rosa.’ She held up
the magnificent garters.


Slowly, very slowly, Rosa’s eyes crept up to the brilliant
red poppies and then to Maria’s face. Maria was poised
to break into squealing enthusiasm. Rosa’s eyes dropped,
and two fat tears ran down the furrows beside her nose.


‘Rosa, do you see the present? Don’t you like them,
Rosa? Won’t you put them on, Rosa?’


‘You are my good little sister.’


‘Rosa, tell me, what is the matter? You are sick. You
must tell your Maria. Did someone come?’


‘Yes,’ said Rosa hollowly, ‘the sheriff came.’


Now Maria fairly chattered with excitement. ‘The
sheriff, he came? Now we are on the road. Now we
shall be rich. How many enchiladas, Rosa? Tell me
how many for the sheriff.’


Rosa shook off her apathy. She went to Maria and put
motherly arms about her. ‘My poor little sister,’ she said.
‘Now we cannot ever sell any more enchiladas. Now we
must live again in the old way with no new dresses.’


‘Rosa, you are crazy. Why you talk this way to me?’


‘It is true. It was the sheriff. “I have a complaint,”
he said to me. “I have a complaint that you are running
a bad house.” “But that is a lie,” I said. “A lie and an
insult to our mother and to General Vallejo.” “I have a
complaint,” he told me. “You must close your doors or
else I must arrest you for running a bad house.” “But
it is a lie,” I tried to make him understand. “I got a
complaint this afternoon,” he said. “When I have a
complaint, there is nothing I can do, for see, Rosa,” he
said to me as a friend, “I am only the servant of the people
who make complaints.” And now you see, Maria, my
sister, we must go back to the old living.’ She left the
stricken Maria and turned back to her table. For a
moment Maria tried to understand it, and then she sobbed
hysterically. ‘Be still, Maria! I have been thinking.
You know it is true that we shall starve if we cannot sell
enchiladas. Do not blame me too much when I tell you
this. I have made up my mind. See, Maria! I will
go to San Francisco and be a bad woman.’ Her head
dropped low over her fat hands. Maria’s sobbing had
stopped. She crept close to her sister.


‘For money?’ she whispered in horror.


‘Yes,’ cried Rosa bitterly. ‘For money. For a great
deal of money. And may the good Mother forgive me.’


Maria left her then, and scuttled into the hall where she
stood in front of the porcelain Mary. ‘I have placed
candles,’ she cried. ‘I have put flowers every day.
Holy Mother, what is the matter with us? Why do you
let this happen?’ Then she dropped on her knees and
prayed, fifty Hail Marys. She crossed herself and rose to
her feet. Her face was strained but determined.


In the other room Rosa still sat bent over her table.


‘Rosa,’ Maria cried shrilly, ‘I am your sister. I am
what you are.’ She gulped a great breath. ‘Rosa, I will
go to San Francisco with you. I, too, will be a bad
woman——’


Then the reserve of Rosa broke. She stood up and
opened her huge embrace. And for a long time the
Lopez sisters cried hysterically in each other’s arms.



Chapter Eight


Molly Morgan got off the train in Salinas and
waited three-quarters of an hour for the bus.
The big car was empty except for the driver and
Molly.


‘I’ve never been to the Pastures of Heaven, you know,’
she said. ‘Is it far from the main road?’


‘About three miles,’ said the driver.


‘Will there be a car to take me into the valley?’


‘No, not unless you’re met.’


‘But how do people get in there?’


The driver ran over the flattened body of a rabbit with
apparent satisfaction. ‘I only hit ’em when they’re dead,’
he apologised. ‘In the dark, when they get caught in the
lights, I try to miss ’em.’


‘Yes, but how am I going to get into the Pastures of
Heaven?’


‘I dunno. Walk, I guess. Most people walk if they
ain’t met.’


When he set her down at the entrance to the side road,
Molly Morgan grimly picked up her suit-case and marched
towards the gap in the hills. An old Ford truck squeaked
up beside her.


‘Goin’ into the valley, ma’am?’


‘Oh—yes, yes, I am.’


‘Well, get in, then. Needn’t be scared. I’m Pat
Humbert. I’ve got a place in the Pastures.’


Molly surveyed the grimy man and acknowledged his
introduction. ‘I’m the new school-teacher. I mean, I
think I am. Do you know where Mr. Whiteside lives?’


‘Sure, I go right by there. He’s clerk of the board. I’m
on the school board myself, you know. We wondered
what you’d look like.’ Then he grew embarrassed at
what he had said, and flushed under his coating of dirt.
‘ ’Course I mean what you’d be like. Last teacher we had
gave a good deal of trouble. She was all right, but she
was sick—I mean, sick and nervous. Finally quit because
she was sick.’


Molly picked at the finger-tips of her gloves. ‘My letter
says I’m to call on Mr. Whiteside. Is he all right? I
don’t mean that. I mean—is he—what kind of a man is
he?’


‘Oh, you’ll get along with him all right. He’s a fine
old man. Born in that house he lives in. Been to
college, too. He’s a good man. Been clerk of the board
for over twenty years.’


When he put her down in front of the big old house of
John Whiteside, she was really frightened. ‘Now it’s
coming,’ she said to herself. ‘But there’s nothing to be
afraid of. He can’t do anything to me.’ Molly was only
nineteen. She felt that this interview for her first job was
a tremendous event in her existence.


The walk up to the door did not reassure her, for the
path lay between tight little flower-beds hedged in with
clipped box, seemingly planted with the admonition,
‘Now grow and multiply, but don’t grow too high, nor
multiply too greatly, and above all things, keep out of this
path!’ There was a hand on those flowers, a guiding
and a correcting hand. The large white house was very
dignified. Venetian blinds of yellow wood were tilted
down to keep out the noon sun. Half-way up the path
she came in sight of the entrance. There was a veranda
as broad and warm and welcoming as an embrace.
Through her mind flew the thought, ‘Surely you can tell
the hospitality of a house by its entrance. Suppose it had
a little door and no porch.’ But in spite of the welcoming
of the wide steps and the big doorway, her timidity clung
to her when she rang the bell. The big door opened, and
a large, comfortable woman stood smiling at Molly.


‘I hope you’re not selling something,’ said Mrs. Whiteside.
‘I never want to buy anything, and I always do,
and then I’m angry.’


Molly laughed. She felt suddenly very happy. Until
that moment she hadn’t known how frightened she really
was. ‘Oh no,’ she cried. ‘I’m the new school-teacher.
My letter says I’m to interview Mr. Whiteside. Can I
see him?’


‘Well, it’s noon, and he’s just finishing his dinner.
Have you had dinner?’


‘Oh, of course. I mean, no.’


Mrs. Whiteside chuckled and stood aside for her to enter.
‘Well, I’m glad you’re sure.’ She led Molly into a large
dining-room, lined with mahogany glass-fronted china
cabinets. The square table was littered with the dishes
of a meal. ‘Why, John must have finished and gone.
Sit down, young woman. I’ll bring back the roast.’


‘Oh no. Really, thank you, no. I’ll just talk to Mr.
Whiteside and then go along.’


‘Sit down. You’ll need nourishment to face John.’


‘Is—is he very stern, with new teachers, I mean?’


‘Well,’ said Mrs. Whiteside. ‘That depends. If they
haven’t had their dinner, he’s a regular bear. He shouts
at them. But when they’ve just got up from the table,
he’s only just fierce.’


Molly laughed happily. ‘You have children,’ she said.
‘Oh, you’ve raised lots of children—and you like them.’


Mrs. Whiteside scowled. ‘One child raised me.
Raised me right through the roof. It was too hard on me.
He’s out raising cows now, poor devils. I don’t think I
raised him very high.’


When Molly had finished eating, Mrs. Whiteside threw
open a side door and called, ‘John, here’s someone to see
you.’ She pushed Molly through the doorway into a
room that was a kind of library, for big bookcases were
loaded with thick, old comfortable books, all lettered in
gold. And it was a kind of a sitting-room. There was a
fireplace of brick with a mantel of little red tile bricks and
the most extraordinary vases on the mantel. Hung on a
nail over the mantel, slung really, like a rifle on a shoulder
strap, was a huge meerschaum pipe in the Jaeger fashion.
Big leather chairs with leather tassels hanging to them
stood about the fireplace, all of them patent rocking-chairs
with the kind of springs that chant when you rock
them. And lastly, the room was a kind of an office, for
there was an old-fashioned roll-top desk, and behind it sat
John Whiteside. When he looked up, Molly saw that he
had at once the kindest and the sternest eyes she had ever
seen, and the whitest hair, too. Real blue-white, silky
hair, a great mop of it.


‘I am Mary Morgan,’ she began formally.


‘Oh yes, Miss Morgan, I’ve been expecting you. Won’t
you sit down?’


She sat in one of the big rocking-chairs, and the springs
cried with sweet pain. ‘I love these chairs,’ she said.
‘We used to have one when I was a little girl.’ Then she
felt silly. ‘I’ve come to interview you about this position.
My letter said I was to do that.’


‘Don’t be so anxious, Miss Morgan. I’ve interviewed
every teacher we’ve had for years. And,’ he said,
smiling, ‘I still don’t know how to go about it.’


‘Oh—I’m glad, Mr. Whiteside. I never asked for a job
before. I was really afraid of it.’


‘Well, Miss Mary Morgan, as near as I can make out,
the purpose of this interview is to give me a little knowledge
of your past and of the kind of person you are. I’m
supposed to know something about you when you’ve
finished. And now that you know my purpose, I suppose
you’ll be self-conscious and anxious to give a good impression.
Perhaps if you just tell me a little about yourself,
everything’ll be all right. Just a few words about the
kind of girl you are, and where you came from.’


Molly nodded quickly. ‘Yes, I’ll try to do that, Mr.
Whiteside,’ and she turned her mind back into the
past.




There was the old, squalid, unpainted house with its wide back
porch and the round washtubs leaning against the rail. High in
the great willow tree her two brothers, Joe and Tom, crashed
about crying, ‘Now I’m an eagle.’ ‘I’m a parrot.’ ‘Now I’m
an old chicken.’ ‘Watch me!’


The screen door in the back porch opened, and their mother
leaned wearily out. Her hair would not lie smoothly no matter
how much she combed it. Thick strings of it hung down on
either side of her face. Her eyes were always a little red, and
her hands and wrists painfully cracked. ‘Tom, Joe,’ she called.
‘You’ll get hurt up there. Don’t worry me so, boys! Don’t you
love your mother at all?’ The voices in the tree were hushed.
The shrieking spirits of the eagle and the old chicken were
drenched in self-reproach. Molly sat in the dust, wrapping a
rag round a stick and doing her best to imagine it was a tall lady
in a dress. ‘Molly, come in and stay with your mother. I’m so
tired today.’


Molly stood up the stick in the deep dust. ‘You, miss,’ she
whispered fiercely. ‘You’ll get whipped when I come back.’
Then she obediently went into the house.


Her mother sat in a straight chair in the kitchen. ‘Draw up,
Molly! Just sit with me for a little while. Love me, Molly!
Love your mother a little bit. You are mother’s good little girl,
aren’t you?’ Molly squirmed on her chair. ‘Don’t you love your
mother, Molly?’


The little girl was very miserable. She knew her mother
would cry in a moment, and then she would be obliged to stroke
the stringy hair. Both she and her brothers knew they should
love their mother. She did everything for them, everything.
They were ashamed to feel that they hated to be near her, but they
couldn’t help it. When she called to them and they were not in
sight, they pretended not to hear, and crept away, talking in
whispers.





‘Well, to begin with, we were very poor,’ Molly said to
John Whiteside. ‘I guess we were really poverty-stricken.
I had two brothers a little older than I. My
father was a travelling salesman, but even so, my mother
had to work. She worked terribly hard for us.’




About once in every six months a great event occurred. In the
morning the mother crept silently out of the bedroom. Her hair
was brushed as smoothly as it could be; her eyes sparkled, and she
looked happy and almost pretty. She whispered, ‘Quiet,
children! Your father’s home.’


Molly and her brothers sneaked out of the house, but even in
the yard they talked in excited whispers. The news travelled
quickly about the neighbourhood. Soon the yard was filled with
whispering children. ‘They say their father’s home.’ ‘Is your
father really home?’ ‘Where’s he been this time?’ By noon
there were a dozen children in the yard, standing in expectant
little groups, cautioning one another to be quiet.


About noon the screen door in the porch sprang open and
whacked against the wall. Their father leapt out. ‘Hi!’ he
yelled, ‘Hi, kids!’ Molly and her brothers flung themselves
upon him and hugged his legs, while he plucked them off and
hurled them into the air like kittens.


Mrs. Morgan fluttered about, clucking with excitement.
‘Children, children. Don’t dirty your father’s clothes.’


The neighbours’ children threw somersaults and wrestled and
shrieked with joy. It was better than any holiday.


‘Wait till you see,’ their father cried. ‘Wait till you see
what I’ve brought you. It’s a secret now.’ And when the
hysteria had quieted a little he carried his suitcase into the porch
and opened it. There were presents such as no one had ever seen,
mechanical toys unknown before—tin beetles that crawled, dancing
wooden niggers and astounding steam shovels that worked in sand.
There were superb glass marbles with bears and dogs in their
centres. He had something for everyone, several things for everyone.
It was all the great holidays packed into one.


Usually it was mid-afternoon before the children became calm
enough not to shriek occasionally. But eventually George Morgan
sat on the steps, and they all gathered about while he told his
adventures. This time he had been to Mexico while there was
a revolution. Again he had gone to Honolulu, had seen the
volcano and had himself ridden on a surfboard. Always there
were cities and people, strange people; always adventures and a
hundred funny incidents, funnier than anything they had ever
heard. It couldn’t all be told at one time. After school they
had to gather round to hear more and more. Throughout the
world George Morgan tramped, collecting glorious adventures.





‘As far as my home life went,’ Miss Morgan said, ‘I’m
afraid I hardly had any father. He was able to get home
very seldom from his business trips.’


John Whiteside nodded gravely.


Molly’s hands rustled in her lap and her eyes were
dim.




Once he brought a stumpy, woolly puppy in a box.


‘What kind of a dog is it?’ Tom asked in his most sophisticated
manner.


Their father laughed loudly. He was so young! He looked
twenty years younger than their mother. ‘It’s a dollar and a
half dog,’ he explained, ‘You get a lot of kinds of dog for a
dollar and a half. It’s like this.... Suppose you go into a
candy shop and say, “I want a nickel’s worth of peppermints
and gumdrops and liquorice and raspberry sweets.” Well, I
went in and said, “Give me a dollar and a half’s worth of mixed
dog.” That’s the kind it is. It’s Molly’s dog, and she’s got to
name it.’


‘I’m going to call it George,’ said Molly.


Her father bowed strangely to her, and said, ‘Thank you,
Molly.’ They all noticed that he wasn’t laughing at her, either.


Molly got up very early the next morning and took George
round the yard to show him where something was. She opened
the board where two pennies and a gold policeman’s button were
buried. She hooked his little front paws over the back fence so
that he could look down the street at the schoolhouse. Lastly she
climbed into the willow tree, carrying George under one arm.
Tom came out of the house and sauntered under the tree. ‘Look
out you don’t drop him,’ Tom called, and just at that moment
the puppy squirmed out of her arms and fell. He landed on the
hard ground with a disgusting little thump. One leg bent out at
an unnatural angle, and the puppy streamed long, horrible
screams, with sobs between breaths. Molly scrambled out of the
tree, dull and stunned by the accident. Tom was standing over
the puppy, his face white and twisted with pain, and George, the
puppy, screamed on and on.


‘We can’t leave him in pain,’ Tom cried. ‘We can’t leave
him.’ He ran to the wood pile and brought back a hatchet.
Molly was too stupefied to look away, but Tom closed his eyes and
struck. The screams stopped suddenly. Tom threw the hatchet
from him and leapt over the back fence. Molly saw him running
away as though he were being chased.


At that moment Joe and her father came out of the back door.
Molly remembered how haggard and thin and grey her father’s
face was when he looked at the puppy. It was something in her
father’s face that started Molly crying. ‘I dropped him out of
the tree, and he hurt himself, and Tom hit him, and then Tom
ran away.’ Her voice sounded strange. Her father hugged
Molly’s head against his hip.


‘Poor Tom!’ he said. ‘Molly, you must remember never
to say anything to Tom about it, and never to look at him as though
you remembered.’ He threw a sack over the puppy. ‘We must
have a funeral,’ he said. ‘Did I ever tell you about the Chinese
funeral I went to, about the coloured paper they throw in the air,
and the little fat roast-pigs on the grave?’ Joe edged in closer,
and even Molly’s eyes look on a gleam of interest. ‘Well, it was
like this....’





Molly looked up at John Whiteside and saw that he
seemed to be studying a piece of paper on his desk.
‘When I was twelve years old, my father was killed in an
accident,’ she said.




The great visits usually lasted about two weeks. Always there
came an afternoon when George Morgan walked out into the town
and did not come back until late at night. The mother made the
children go to bed early, but they could hear him come home,
stumbling a little against the furniture, and they could hear his
voice through the wall. These were the only times when his voice
was sad and discouraged. Lying with held breaths in their beds,
the children knew what that meant. In the morning he would be
gone, and their hearts would be gone with him.


They had endless discussions about what he was doing. Their
father was a glad Argonaut, a silver knight. Virtue and Courage
and Beauty—he wore a coat of them. ‘Some day,’ the boys
said, ‘some day when we’re big, we’ll go with him and see all
those things.’


‘I’ll go too,’ Molly insisted.


‘Oh, you’re a girl. You couldn’t go, you know.’


‘But he’d let me go, you know he would. Some day he’ll take
me with him. You see if he doesn’t.’


When he was gone, their mother grew plaintive again, and her
eyes reddened. Querulously she demanded their love, as though
it were a package they could put in her hand.


Once their father went away, and he never came back. He had
never sent any money, nor had he ever written to them, but this time
he just disappeared for good. For two years they waited, and
then their mother said he must be dead. The children shuddered
at the thought, but they refused to believe it, because no one so
beautiful and fine as their father could be dead. Somewhere in
the world he was having adventures. There was some good reason
why he couldn’t come back to them. Some day when the reason
was gone, he would come: some morning he would be there with
finer presents and better stories than ever before. But their
mother said he must have had an accident. He must be dead.
Their mother was distracted. She read those advertisements
which offered to help her make money at home. The children
made paper flowers and shamefacedly tried to sell them. The
boys tried to write magazine stories, and the whole family nearly
starved. Finally, when they couldn’t stand it any longer, the boys
ran away and joined the navy. After that Molly saw them as
seldom as she had seen her father, and they were so changed, so
hard and boisterous, that she didn’t even care, for her brothers
were strangers to her.





‘I went through high school, and then I went to San
Jose and entered Teachers’ College. I worked for my
board and lodging at the home of Mrs. Allen Morit.
Before I finished school my mother died, so I guess I’m a
kind of an orphan, you see.’


‘I’m sorry,’ John Whiteside murmured gently.


Molly flushed. ‘That wasn’t a bid for sympathy, Mr.
Whiteside. You said you wanted to know about
me. Everyone has to be an orphan some time or
other.’


‘Yes,’ he agreed. ‘I’m an orphan too, I guess.’




Molly worked for her board and lodging. She did the work
of a full-time servant, only she received no pay. Money for
clothes had to be accumulated by working in a shop during the
summer vacation. Mrs. Morit trained her girls. ‘I can take
a green girl, not worth a cent,’ she often said, ‘and when that
girl’s worked for me six months, she can get fifty dollars a month.
Lots of women know it, and they just snap up my girls. This
is the first schoolgirl I’ve tried, but even she shows a lot of improvement.
She reads too much, though. I always say a servant
should be asleep by ten o’clock, or else she can’t do her work
right.’


Mrs. Morit’s method was one of constant criticism and nagging,
carried on in a just, firm tone. ‘Now, Molly, I don’t want to
find fault, but if you don’t wipe the silver drier than that, it’ll
have streaks.’—‘The butter knife goes this way, Molly. Then
you can put the tumbler here.’


‘I always give a reason for everything,’ she told her
friends.


In the evening, after the dishes were washed, Molly sat on her
bed and studied, and when the light was out, she lay on her bed
and thought of her father. It was ridiculous to do it, she knew.
It was a waste of time. Her father came up to the door, wearing
a cut-away coat, and striped trousers and a top-hat. He carried
a huge bouquet of red roses in his hand. ‘I couldn’t come before,
Molly. Get on your coat quickly. First we’re going down to
get that evening-dress in the window of Prussia’s, but we’ll have
to hurry. I have tickets for the train to New York tonight.
Hurry up, Molly! Don’t stand there gaping.’ It was silly.
Her father was dead. No, she didn’t really believe he was dead.
Somewhere in the world he lived beautifully, and some day he
would come back.


Molly told one of her friends at school, ‘I don’t really believe
it, you see, but I don’t disbelieve it. If I ever knew he was dead,
why, it would be awful. I don’t know what I’d do then. I don’t
want to think about knowing he’s dead.’


When her mother died, she felt little besides shame. Her
mother had wanted so much to be loved, and she hadn’t known
how to draw love. Her importunities had bothered the children
and driven them away.





‘Well, that’s about all,’ Molly finished. ‘I got my
diploma, and then I was sent down here.’


‘It’s about the easiest interview I have ever had,’ John
Whiteside said.


‘Do you think I’ll get the position, then?’


The old man gave a quick, twinkly glance at the big
meerschaum hanging over the mantel.


‘That’s his friend,’ Molly thought. ‘He has secrets
with that pipe.’


‘Yes, I think you’ll get the job. I think you have it
already. Now, Miss Morgan, where are you going to live?
You must find board and lodging somewhere.’


Before she knew she was going to say it, she had blurted,
‘I want to live here.’


John Whiteside opened his eyes in astonishment. ‘But
we never take boarders, Miss Morgan.’


‘Oh, I’m sorry I said that. I just liked it so much here,
you see.’


He called, ‘Willa,’ and when his wife stood in the half-open
door, ‘This young lady wants to board with us.
She’s the new teacher.’


Mrs. Whiteside frowned. ‘Couldn’t think of it. We
never take boarders. She’s too pretty to be about with
that fool of a Bill. What would happen to those cows of
his? It’d be a lot of trouble. You can sleep in the third
bedroom upstairs,’ she said to Molly. ‘It doesn’t catch
much sun, I’m afraid.’


Life changed its face. All of a sudden Molly found she
was a queen. From the first day the children of the school
adored her, for she understood them, and what was more,
she let them understand her. It took her some time to
realise that she had become an important person. If two
men got to arguing at the store about a point of history or
literature or mathematics, and the argument came to a
deadlock, it ended up, ‘Ask the teacher! If she doesn’t
know she’ll find out.’ Molly was very proud to be able
to decide such questions. At parties she had to help with
the decorations and suggest refreshments.


‘I think we’ll put pine boughs all round. They’re
pretty, and they smell so nice. They smell like a party.’
She was supposed to know everything and to help with
everything, and she loved it.


At the Whiteside home she slaved in the kitchen under
the mutterings of Willa. At the end of six months, Mrs.
Whiteside grumbled to her husband, ‘Now if Bill only had
any sense. But then,’ she continued, ‘if she has any sense——’
and there she left it.


At night Molly wrote letters to the few friends she had
made at Teachers’ College, letters full of little stories about
her neighbours, and full of joy. She must attend every
party because of the social prestige of her position. On
Saturdays she ran about the hills and brought back ferns
and wild flowers to plant about the house.


Bill Whiteside took one look at Molly and scuttled back
to his cows. It was a long time before he found courage
to talk to her very much. He was a big, simple young
man who had neither his father’s balance nor his mother’s
humour. Eventually, however, he trailed after Molly
and looked at her from a distance.


One evening, with a kind of feeling of thanksgiving for
her happiness, Molly told Bill about her father. They
were sitting in canvas chairs on the wide veranda, waiting
for the moon. She told him about the visits, and then
about the disappearance. ‘Did you see what I mean,
Bill?’ she cried. ‘My lovely father is somewhere. He’s
mine. You think he’s living, don’t you, Bill?’


‘Might be,’ said Bill. ‘From what you say, he was a
kind of irresponsible cuss, though. Excuse me, Molly.
Still, if he’s alive it’s funny he never wrote.’


Molly felt cold. It was just the kind of reasoning she had
successfully avoided for so long. ‘Of course,’ she said
stiffly, ‘I know that. I must go and do some work now,
Bill.’


High up on a hill that edged the valley of the Pastures of
Heaven there was an old cabin which commanded a view
of the whole country and of all the roads in the vicinity. It
was said that the bandit Vasquez had built the cabin and
lived in it for a year while the sheriff’s men went crashing
through the country looking for him. It was a landmark.
All the people of the valley had been to see it at one time or
another. Nearly everyone asked Molly whether she had
been there yet. ‘No,’ she said, ‘but I’ll go up some day.
I’ll go some Saturday. I know where the trail to it is.’
One morning she dressed in her new hiking boots and
corduroy skirt. Bill sidled up and offered to accompany
her. ‘No,’ she said. ‘You have work to do. I can’t
take you away from it.’


‘Work, be hanged!’ said Bill.


‘Well, I’d rather go alone. I don’t want to hurt your
feelings, but I just want to go alone, Bill.’ She was sorry
not to let him accompany her, but his remark about her
father had frightened her. ‘I want to have an adventure,’
she said to herself. ‘If Bill comes along, it won’t be an
adventure at all, it’ll just be a trip.’ It took her an hour
and a half to climb up the steep trail under the oaks. The
leaves on the ground were as slippery as glass, and the sun
was hot. The good smell of ferns and dank moss and
Yerba buena filled the air. When Molly came at last to the
ridge crest, she was perspiring and winded. The cabin
stood in a small clearing in the bush, a little square wooden
room with no windows. Its doorless entrance was a black
shadow. The place was quiet, the kind of humming
quiet that flies and bees and crickets make. The whole
hillside sang softly in the sun. Molly approached on tiptoe.
Her heart was beating violently.


‘Now I’m having an adventure,’ she whispered. ‘Now
I’m right in the middle of an adventure at Vasquez’
cabin.’ She peered in at the doorway and saw a lizard
scuttle out of sight. A cobweb fell across her forehead
and seemed to try to restrain her. There was nothing at
all in the cabin, nothing but the earth floor and the rotting
wooden walls, and the dry, deserted smell of the earth that
has long been covered from the sun. Molly was filled
with excitement. ‘At night he sat in there. Sometimes
when he heard noises like men creeping up to him, he
went out of the door like the ghost to a shadow, and just
melted into the darkness.’ She looked down on the
valley of the Pastures of Heaven. The orchards lay in
dark green squares; the grain was yellow, and the hills
behind a light brown washed with lavender. Among the
farms the roads twisted and curled, avoiding a field,
looping round a huge tree, half circling a hill flank.
Over the whole valley was stretched a veil of heat shimmer.
‘Unreal,’ Molly whispered, ‘fantastic. It’s a
story, a real story, and I’m having an adventure.’ A
breeze rose out of the valley like the sigh of a sleeper, and
then subsided.


‘In the daytime that young Vasquez looked down on
the valley just as I’m looking. He stood just here, and
looked at the roads down there. He wore a purple vest
braided with gold, and the trousers on his slim legs
widened at the bottom like the mouths of trumpets. His
spur rowels were wrapped with silk ribbons to keep them
from clinking. Sometimes he saw the sheriff’s men riding
by on the road below. Lucky for him the men bent over
their horses’ necks, and didn’t look up at the hill-tops.
Vasquez laughed, but he was afraid, too. Sometimes he
sang. His songs were soft and sad because he knew he
couldn’t live very long.’


Molly sat down on the slope and rested her chin in her
cupped hands. Young Vasquez was standing beside her,
and Vasquez had her father’s gay face, his shining eyes, as
he came into the porch shouting, ‘Hi, kids!’ This was
the kind of adventure her father had. Molly shook herself
and stood up. ‘Now I want to go back to the first and
think it all over again.’


Late in the afternoon Mrs. Whiteside sent Bill out to look
for Molly. ‘She might have twisted an ankle, you know.’
But Molly emerged from the trail just as Bill approached it
from the road.


‘We were beginning to wonder if you’d got lost,’ he
said. ‘Did you go up to the cabin?’


‘Yes.’


‘Funny old box, isn’t it? Just an old wood-shed. There
are a dozen just like it down there. You’d be surprised
though, how many people go up there to look at it. The
funny part is, nobody’s sure that Vasquez was ever there.’


‘Oh, I think he must have been there.’


‘What makes you think that?’


‘I don’t know.’


Bill became serious. ‘Everybody thinks Vasquez was
a kind of a hero, when really he was just a thief. He
started by stealing sheep and horses and ended up by
robbing stages. He had to kill a few people to do it. It
seems to me, Molly, we ought to teach people to hate
robbers, not worship them.’


‘Of course, Bill,’ she said wearily. ‘You’re perfectly
right. Would you mind not talking for a little while,
Bill? I guess I’m a little tired, and nervous, too.’


The year wheeled round. Willows had their catkin,
and wild flowers covered the hills. Molly found herself
wanted and needed in the valley. She even attended
school board meetings. There had been a time when those
secret and august conferences were held behind closed
doors, a mystery and a terror to everyone. Now that
Molly was asked to step into John Whiteside’s sitting-room,
she found that the board discussed crops, told
stories, and circulated mild gossip.


Bert Munroe had been elected early in the autumn, and
by the spring-time he was the most energetic member. He
it was who got up dances at the schoolhouse, who insisted
upon having plays and picnics. He even offered prizes
for the best report cards in the school. The board was
coming to rely pretty much on Bert Munroe.


One evening Molly came down late from her room. As
always, when the board was meeting, Mrs. Whiteside sat
in the dining-room. ‘I don’t think I’ll go in to the
meeting,’ Molly said. ‘Let them have it to themselves
for once. Sometimes I feel that they would tell other
kinds of stories if I weren’t there.’


‘You go on in, Molly! They can’t hold a board meeting
without you. They’re so used to you, they’d be lost.
Besides, I’m not at all sure I want them to tell those other
stories.’


Obediently Molly knocked at the door and went into
the sitting-room. Bert Munroe paused politely in the
story he was narrating. ‘I was just telling them about my
new farm hand, Miss Morgan. I’ll start over again,
‘cause it’s rather funny. You see, I needed a hay hand,
and I picked this fellow up under the Salinas River
bridge. He was pretty drunk, but he wanted a job.
Now I’ve got him, I find he isn’t worth a cent as a hand,
but I can’t get rid of him. That son of a gun has been
everywhere. You ought to hear him tell about the
places he’s been to. My kids wouldn’t let me get rid
of him if I wanted to. Why, he can take the littlest thing
he’s seen and make a fine story out of it. My kids just sit
round with their ears spread, listening to him. Well,
about twice a month he walks into Salinas and goes on a
bust. He’s one of those periodic drunks. The Salinas
cops always call me up when they find him in a gutter,
and I have to drive in to get him. And you know, when
he comes out of it, he’s always got some kind of present in
his pocket for my kid Manny. There’s nothing you can
do with a man like that. He disarms you. I don’t get a
dollar’s worth of work a month out of him.’


Molly felt a sick dread rising in her. The men were
laughing at the story. ‘You’re too soft, Bert. You can’t
afford to keep an entertainer on the place. I’d get rid
of him quick.’


Molly stood up. She was dreadfully afraid someone
would ask the man’s name. ‘I’m not feeling very well
tonight,’ she said. ‘If you gentlemen will excuse me, I
think I’ll go to bed.’ The men stood up while she left the
room. In her bed she buried her head in the pillow.
‘It’s crazy,’ she said to herself. ‘There isn’t a chance in
the world. I’ll forget all about it.’ But she found to her
dismay that she was crying.


The next few weeks were agonising to Molly. She was
reluctant to leave the house. Walking to and from school
she watched the road ahead of her. ‘If I see any kind of a
stranger, I’ll run away. But that’s foolish. I’m being a
fool.’ Only in her own room did she feel safe. Her terror
was making her lose colour, was taking the glint out of her
eyes.


‘Molly, you ought to go to bed,’ Mrs. Whiteside insisted.
‘Don’t be a little idiot. Shall I have to smack you the way
I do Bill to make you go to bed?’ But Molly would not
go to bed. She thought too many things when she was in
bed.


The next time the board met, Bert Munroe did not
appear. Molly felt reassured and almost happy at his
absence.


‘You’re feeling better, aren’t you, Miss Morgan?’


‘Oh yes. It was only a little thing, a kind of a cold. If
I’d gone to bed I might have been really ill.’


The meeting had been going on for an hour before Bert
Munroe came in. ‘Sorry to be late,’ he apologised. ‘The
same old thing’s happened. My so-called hay hand was
asleep in the street in Salinas. He’s out in the car sleeping
it off now. I’ll have to hose the car out tomorrow.’


Molly’s throat closed with terror. For a second she
thought she was going to faint. ‘Excuse me, I must go,’
she cried, and ran out of the room. She walked into the
dark hall and steadied herself against the wall. Then
slowly and automatically she marched out of the front
door and down the steps. The night was filled with
whispers. Out in the road she could see the black mass
that was Bert Munroe’s car. She was surprised at the
way her footsteps plodded down the path of their own
volition. ‘Now I’m killing myself,’ she said. ‘Now I’m
throwing everything away. I wonder why.’ The gate
was under her hand, and her hand flexed to open it.
Then a tiny breeze sprang up and brought to her nose the
sharp foulness of vomit. She heard a blubbering, drunken
snore. Instantly something whirled in her head. Molly
spun round and ran frantically back to the house. In her
room she locked the door and sat stiffly down, panting
with the effort of her run. It seemed hours before she
heard the men go out of the house, calling their Good-nights’.
Then Bert’s motor started, and the sound of it
died away down the road. Now that she was ready to go
she felt paralysed.


John Whiteside was writing at his desk when Molly
entered the sitting-room. He looked up questioningly at
her. ‘You aren’t well, Miss Morgan. You need a
doctor.’


She planted herself woodenly beside the desk. ‘Could
you get a substitute teacher for me?’ she asked.


‘Of course I could. You go straight to bed and I’ll call
a doctor.’


‘It isn’t that, Mr. Whiteside. I want to go away
tonight.’


‘What are you talking about? You aren’t well.’


‘I told you my father was dead. I don’t know whether
he’s dead or not. I’m afraid—I want to go away
tonight.’


He stared intently at her. ‘Tell me what you mean,’
he said softly.


‘If I should see that drunken man of Mr. Munroe’s——’
She paused, suddenly terrified at what she was about to
say.


John Whiteside nodded very slowly.


‘No,’ she cried. ‘I don’t think that. I’m sure I
don’t.’


‘I’d like to do something, Molly.’


‘I don’t want to go. I love it here—but I’m afraid.
It’s so important to me.’


John Whiteside stood up and came close to her and put
his arm about her shoulders. ‘I don’t think I understand,
quite,’ he said. ‘I don’t think I want to understand.
That isn’t necessary.’ He seemed to be talking
to himself. ‘It wouldn’t be quite courteous—to understand.’


‘Once I’m away I’ll be able not to believe it,’ Molly
whimpered.


He gave her shoulders one quick squeeze with his encircling
arm. ‘You run upstairs and pack your things,
Molly,’ he said. ‘I’ll get out the car and drive you
straight into Salinas now.’



Chapter Nine


Of all the farms in the Pastures of Heaven, the one
most admired was that of Raymond Banks. Raymond
kept five thousand white chickens and one
thousand white ducks. The farm lay on the northern
flat, the prettiest place in the whole country. Raymond
had laid out his land in squares of alfalfa and of kale.
His long, low chicken-houses were whitewashed so often
that they looked always immaculate and new. There
was never any of the filth so often associated with poultry
farms about Raymond’s place.


For the ducks there was a large round pond into which
fresh water constantly flowed from a two-inch pipe. The
overflow from the pond ran down rows of thick, sturdy
kale or spread itself out in the alfalfa patches. It was a
fine thing on a sunny morning to see the great flock of
clean, white chickens eating and scratching in the dark
green alfalfa, and it was even finer to see the thousand
white ducks sailing magnificently about on the pond.
Ducks swam ponderously, as though they were as huge as
the Leviathan. The ranch sang all day with the busy
noise of chickens.


From the top of a near-by hill you could look down on
the squares of alfalfa on which the thousands of moving
white specks eddied and twisted like bits of dust on a
green pool. Then perhaps a red-tailed hawk would soar
over, carefully watching Raymond’s house. The white
specks instantly stopped their meaningless movements and
scuttled to the protecting roosters, and up from the fields
came the despairing shrieks of thousands of hawk-frightened
chickens. The back door of the farmhouse
slammed, and Raymond sauntered out carrying a shot-gun.
The hawk swung up a hundred feet in the air and
soared away. The little white bunches spread out again
and the eddying continued.


The patches of green were fenced from each other so
that one square could rest and recuperate while the
chickens were working in another. From the hill you
could see Raymond’s whitewashed house set on the edge of
a grove of oak trees. There were many flowers about the
house: calendulas and big African marigolds and cosmos
as high as trees; and, behind the house, there was the only
rose garden worthy the name in the valley of the Pastures
of Heaven. The local people looked upon this place as
the model farm of the valley.


Raymond Banks was a strong man. His thick, short
arms, wide shoulders and hips and heavy legs, even the
stomach which bulged his overalls, made him seem
magnificently strong, strong for pushing and pulling and
lifting. Every exposed part of him was burnt red by the
sun, his heavy arms to the elbows, his neck down into his
collar, his face, and particularly his ears and nose, were
painfully burnt and chapped. Thin, fair hair could not
protect his scalp from reddening under the sun. Raymond’s
eyes were remarkable, for, while his hair and eyebrows
were pale yellow, the yellow that usually goes with
light blue eyes, Raymond’s eyes were black as soot. His
mouth was full-lipped and jovial and completely at odds
with his long and villainously beaked nose. Raymond’s
nose and ears were terribly punished by the sun. There
was hardly a time during the year when they were not
raw and peeled.


Raymond Banks was forty-five and very jolly. He
never spoke softly, but always in a heavy half-shout full of
mock fierceness. He said things, even the commonest
of things, as though they were funny. People laughed
whenever he spoke. At Christmas parties in the schoolhouse,
Raymond was invariably chosen as the Santa
Claus because of his hearty voice, his red face and his love
for children. He amused children with such a heavy
ferocity that he kept them laughing all the time. In or
out of his red Santa Claus suit, the children of the valley
regarded Raymond as a kind of Santa Claus. He had a
way of flinging them about, of wrestling and mauling
them, that was caressing and delightful. Now and then
he turned serious and told them things which had the
import of huge lessons.


Sometimes on Saturday mornings a group of little boys
walked to the Banks’ farm to watch Raymond working.
He let them peep into the little glass windows of the incubators.
Sometimes the chicks were just coming out of
the shells, shaking their wet wings and wabbling about on
clumsy legs. The boys were allowed to raise the covers
of the brooders and to pick up whole armfuls of yellow,
furry chicks which made a noise like a hundred little ungreased
machines. Then they walked to the pond and
threw pieces of bread to the grandly navigating ducks.
Most of all, though, the boys liked the killing time. And
strangely enough, this was the time when Raymond
dropped his large bantering and became very serious.


Raymond picked a little rooster out of the trap and
hung it by its legs on a wooden frame. He fastened the
wildly beating wings with a wire clamp. The rooster
squawked loudly. Raymond had the killing knife with
its spear-shaped blade on the box beside him. How the
boys admired that knife, the vicious shape of it and its
shininess; the point was as sharp as a needle.


‘Now then, old rooster, you’re done for,’ said Raymond.
The boys crowded closer. With sure, quick hands, Raymond
grasped the fowl’s head and forced the beak open.
The knife slipped like a flash of light along the roof on the
beak and into the brain and out again. The wings
shuddered and beat against their clamp. For a moment
the neck stretched yearningly from side to side,
and a little rill of blood flowed from the tip of the
beak.


‘Now watch!’ Raymond cried. His forked hand
combed the breast and brought all the feathers with it.
Another combing motion and the back was bare. The
wings were not struggling so hard now. Raymond
whipped the feathers off, all but the wing-tip feathers.
Then the legs were stripped, a single movement for each
one. ‘You see? You’ve got to do it quickly,’ he explained
as he worked. ‘There’s just about two minutes when the
feathers are loose. If you leave them in, they get set.’
He took the chicken down from the frame, snicked
another knife twice, pulled, and there were the entrails
in a pan. He wiped his red hands on a cloth.


‘Look!’ the boys shrieked. ‘Look! what’s that?’


‘That’s the heart.’


‘But look! It’s still moving. It’s still alive.’


‘Oh no, it isn’t,’ Raymond assured them. ‘That
rooster was dead the second the knife touched his brain.
That heart just beats on for a while, but the rooster is dead
all right.’


‘Why don’t you chop them like my father does, Mr.
Banks?’


‘Well, because this is cleaner and quicker, and the
butchers want them with their heads on. They sell the
heads in with the weight, you see. Now, come on, old
rooster!’ He reached into the trap for another struggling
squawker. When the killing was over, Raymond took all
the fowls’ crops out of the pan and distributed them
among the boys. He taught them how to clean and blow
up the crops to make chicken balloons. Raymond was
always very serious when he was explaining his ranch.
He refused to let the boys help with the killing, although
they asked him many times.


‘You might get excited and miss the brain,’ he said.
‘That would hurt the chicken, if you didn’t stick him just
right.’


Mrs. Banks laughed a great deal—clear, sweet laughter
which indicated mild amusement or even inattention.
She had a way of laughing appreciatively at everything
anyone said, and, to merit this applause, people tried to
say funny things when she was about. After her work in
the house was finished, she dug in the flower garden. She
had been a town girl; that was why she liked flowers, the
neighbours said. Guests, driving up to the house, were
welcomed by the high, clear laughter of Cleo Banks, and
they chuckled when they heard it. She was so jolly.
She made people feel well. No one could ever remember
that she said anything, but months after hearing it, they
could recall the exact tones of her laughter.


Raymond Banks rarely laughed at all. Instead, he
pretended a sullenness so overdone that it was accepted as
humour. These two people were the most popular hosts
in the valley. Now and then they invited everyone in the
Pastures of Heaven to a barbecue in the oak grove beside
their house. They broiled little chickens over coals of oak
bark and set out hundreds of bottles of home-brewed beer.
These parties were looked forward to and remembered
with great pleasure by the people of the valley.


When Raymond Banks was at high school, his chum had
been a boy who later became the governor of San Quentin
Prison. The friendship had continued, too. At Christmas-time
they still exchanged little presents. They wrote
to each other when any important thing happened.
Raymond was proud of his acquaintance with the governor.
Two or three times a year he received an invitation
to be a witness at an execution, and he always accepted it.
His trips to the prison were the only holidays he took.


Raymond liked to arrive at the governor’s house the
night before the execution. He and his friend sat
together and talked over their schooldays. They reminded
each other of things both remembered perfectly.
Always the same episodes were recalled and talked about.
Then, next morning, Raymond liked the excitement, the
submerged hysteria of the other witnesses in the governor’s
office. The slow march of the condemned aroused his
dramatic sense and moved him to a thrilling emotion.
The hanging itself was not the important part, it was the
sharp, keen air of the whole proceeding that impressed
him. It was like a super-church, solemn and ceremonious
and sombre. The whole thing made him feel
a fullness of experience, a holy emotion that nothing else
in his life approached. Raymond didn’t think of the condemned
any more than he thought of the fowl when he
pressed the blade into the brain. No strain of cruelty nor
any gloating over suffering took him to the gallows. He
had developed an appetite for profound emotion, and his
meagre imagination was unable to feed it. In the prison
he could share the throbbing nerves of the other men. Had
he been alone in the death chamber with no one present
except the prisoner and the executioner, he would have
been unaffected.


After the death was pronounced, Raymond liked the
second gathering in the governor’s office. The nerve-racked
men tried to use hilarity to restore their outraged
imaginations. They were more jolly, more noisily happy
than they ordinarily were. They sneered at the occasional
witness, usually a young reporter, who fainted or came
out of the chamber crying. Raymond enjoyed the whole
thing. It made him feel alive; he seemed to be living
more acutely than at other times.


After it was all over, he had a good dinner with the
governor before he started home again. To some little
extent the same emotion occurred to Raymond when the
little boys came to watch him kill fowls. He was able to
catch a slight spark of their excitement.


The Munroe family had not been long in the Pastures of
Heaven before they heard about the fine ranch of Raymond
Banks and about his visits to the prison. The people
of the valley were interested, fascinated and not a little
horrified by the excursions to see men hanged. Before
he ever saw Raymond, Bert Munroe pictured him as a
traditional executioner, a lank, dark man with a dull,
deathly eye—a cold, nerveless man. The very thought of
Raymond filled Bert with a kind of interested foreboding.


When he finally met Raymond Banks and saw the jolly
black eyes and the healthy, burned face, Bert was disillusioned,
and at the same time a little disgusted. The
very health and heartiness of Raymond seemed incongruous
and strangely obscene. The paradox of his good
nature and his love for children was unseemly.


On the first of May the Bankses gave one of their parties
under the oak trees on the flat. It was the loveliest season
of the year; lupins and shooting stars, gallitos and wild
violets smouldered with colour in the new, short grass on
the hillsides. The oaks had put on new leaves as shiny
and clean as washed holly. The sun was warm enough
to drench the air with sage, and all the birds made frantic,
noisy holiday. From the fowl runs came the contented
gabbling of scratching hens and the cynical, self-satisfied
quacking of the ducks.


At least fifty people were standing about the long tables
under the trees. Hundreds of bottles of beer were packed
in washtubs of salt and ice, a mixture so cold that the beer
froze in the necks of the bottles. Mrs. Banks went about
among the guests, laughing in greeting and in response to
greeting. She rarely said a word. At the barbecue pits,
Raymond was grilling little chickens while a group of
admiring men stood about, offering jocular advice.


‘If any of you can do it better, just step up,’ Raymond
shouted at them. ‘I’m going to put on the steaks now for
anyone’s that’s crazy enough not to want chicken.’


Bert Munroe stood near-by watching the red hands of
Raymond. He was drinking a bottle of the strong beer.
Bert was fascinated by the powerful red hands constantly
turning over the chickens on the grill.


When the big platters of broiled chickens were carried to
the tables, Raymond went back to the pits to cook some
more for those fine men who might require a second or
even a third little chicken. Raymond was alone now, for
his audience had all flocked to the tables. Bert Munroe
looked up from his plate of beef steak and saw that Raymond
was alone by the pits. He put down his fork and
strolled over.


‘What’s the matter, Mr. Munroe? Wasn’t your
chicken good?’ Raymond asked with genial anxiety.


‘I had steak, and it was fine. I eat pretty fast, I guess.
I never eat chicken, you know.’


‘That so? I never could understand how anyone
couldn’t like chicken, but I know plenty of people
don’t. Let me put on another little piece of meat for
you.’


‘Oh! I guess I’ve had enough. I always think people
eat too much. You ought to get up from the table
feeling a little bit hungry. Then you keep well, like the
animals.’


‘I guess that’s right,’ said Raymond. He turned the
little carcasses over the fire. ‘I notice I feel better when I
don’t eat so much.’


‘I’m sure you do. So do I. So would everybody.
Everybody eats too much.’ The two men smiled warmly
at each other because they had agreed on this point,
although neither of them believed it very strongly.


‘You’ve got a nice piece of land here,’ Raymond
observed, to double their growing friendship with a second
agreement.


‘Well, I don’t know. They say there’s loco weed on it,
but I haven’t seen any yet.’


Raymond laughed. ‘They used to say the place was
haunted before you came and fixed it up so nicely.
Haven’t seen any ghosts, have you?’


‘Not a ghost. I’m more scared of loco weed than I am
of ghosts. I certainly do hate loco weed.’


‘Don’t know as I blame you. ’Course with chickens it
doesn’t bother me much, but it raises hell with you people
that run stock.’


Bert picked up a stick from the ground and knocked it
gently on the winking coals. ‘I hear you’re acquainted
with the governor at San Quentin.’


‘Know him well. I went to school with Ed when I was
a kid. You acquainted with him, Mr. Munroe?’


‘Oh no—no. He’s in the papers quite a lot. A man
in his position gets in the papers quite a lot.’


Raymond’s voice was serious and proud. ‘Yes. He
gets a lot of publicity all right. But he’s a nice fellow, Mr.
Munroe, as nice a fellow as you’d want to meet. And in
spite of having all those convicts on his hands, he’s just as
jolly and friendly. You wouldn’t think, to talk to him,
that he had a big responsibility like that.’


‘Is that so? You wouldn’t think that. I mean, you’d
think he’d be kind of worried with all those convicts on his
hands. Do you see him often?’


‘Well—yes. I do. I told you I went to school with
him. I was kind of chums with him. Well, he hasn’t
forgot me. Every once in a while he asks me up to the
prison when there’s a hanging.’


Bert shuddered in spite of the fact that he had been
leading up to this. ‘Is that so?’


‘Yes. I think it’s quite an honour. Not many people
get in except newspaper men and official witnesses,
sheriffs and police. I have a good time with Ed every
time too, of course.’


A strange thing happened to Bert. He seemed to be
standing apart from his body. His voice acted without
his volition. He heard himself say, ‘I don’t suppose the
governor would like it if you brought a friend along.’ He
listened to his words with astonishment. He had not
wanted to say that at all.


Raymond was stirring the coals vigorously. He was
embarrassed. ‘Why, I don’t know, Mr. Munroe. I
never thought about it. Did you want to go up with
me?’


Again Bert’s voice acted alone. ‘Yes,’ it said.


‘Well, I’ll tell you what I’ll do, then. I’ll write to Ed
(I write to him pretty often, you see, so he won’t think anything
of it). I’ll just kind of slip it in the letter about you
wanting to go up. Then maybe he’ll send two invitations
next time. Of course I can’t promise, though. Won’t
you have another little piece of steak?’


Bert was nauseated. ‘No. I’ve had enough,’ he said.
‘I’m not feeling very well. I guess I’ll go and lie down
under a tree for a little while.’


‘Maybe you shook up some of the yeast in that beer, Mr.
Munroe. You’ve got to be pretty careful when you pour
it out.’


Bert sat on the crackling dry leaves at the foot of an oak
tree. The tables, lined with noisy guests, were on his
right. The hoarse laughing of the men and the shrill
cries of talkative women came to him faintly through a
wall of thought. Between the tree trunks he could see
Raymond Banks still moving about the cooking-pits,
grilling chickens for those few incredible appetites that
remained unappeased. The nausea which had forced
him away was subtly changing. The choked feeling of
illness was becoming a strange panting congestion of
desire. The desire puzzled Bert and worried him. He
didn’t want to go to San Quentin. It would make him
unhappy to see a man hanged. But he was glad he had
asked to go. His very gladness worried him. As Bert
watched, Raymond rolled his sleeves higher up on his
thick red arms before he cleaned the grates. Bert
jumped up and started towards the pits. Suddenly the
nausea arose in him again. He swerved round and
hurried to the table where his wife sat shrilling pleasantries
around the gnawed carcass of a chicken.


‘My husband never eats chicken,’ she was crying.


‘I’m going to walk home,’ Bert said. ‘I feel rotten.’


His wife laid down the carcass of the chicken and wiped
her fingers and mouth on a paper napkin. ‘What’s the
matter with you, Bert?’


‘I don’t know; I just feel rotten.’


‘Do you want me to go home with you in the car?’


‘No, you stay. Jimmie’ll drive you home.’


‘Well,’ said Mrs. Munroe, ‘you better say good-bye to
Mr. and Mrs. Banks.’


Bert turned doggedly away. ‘You say good-bye to
them for me,’ he said. ‘I’m feeling too rotten.’ And he
strode quickly away.


A week later Bert Munroe drove to the Banks’ farm and
stopped his Ford in front of the gate. Raymond came
from behind a bush where he had been trying to get a shot
at a hawk. He sauntered out and shook hands with his
caller.


‘I’ve heard so much about your place, I thought I’d
just come down for a look,’ Bert said.


Raymond was delighted. ‘Just let me put this gun
away, and I’ll show you around.’ For an hour they
walked over the farm, Raymond explaining and Bert
admiring the cleanliness and efficiency of the poultry
farm. ‘Come on in and have a glass of beer,’ Raymond
said, when they had been all over the place. ‘There’s
nothing like cold beer on a day like this.’


When they were seated Bert began uneasily, ‘Did you
write that letter to the governor, Mr. Banks?’


‘Yes—I did. Ought to have an answer pretty soon
now.’


‘I guess you wonder why I asked you? Well, I think a
man ought to see everything he can. That’s experience.
The more experience a man has, the better. A man ought
to see everything.’


‘I guess that’s right, all right,’ Raymond agreed.


Bert drained his glass and wiped his mouth. ‘Of
course I’ve read in the papers about hangings, but it isn’t
like seeing one really. They say there’re thirteen steps
up to the gallows for bad luck. That right?’


Raymond’s face wore an expression of concentration.
‘Why, I don’t know, Mr. Munroe. I never counted
them.’


‘How do they—fight and struggle much after they’re
dropped?’


‘I guess so. You see they’re strapped and a black cloth
is over their heads. You can’t see much of anything. It’s
more like fluttering, I’d say, than struggling.’


Bert’s face was red and intent. His eyes glistened with
interest. ‘The papers say it takes fifteen minutes to half
an hour for them to die. Is that right?’


‘I—I suppose it is. Of course they’re really what you
might call dead the minute they drop. It’s like cutting a
fowl’s head off: the fowl flutters round, but it’s really
dead.’


‘Yes—I guess that’s right. Just reflex, they call it. I
suppose it’s pretty hard on some people seeing it for the
first time.’


Raymond smiled in faint amusement. ‘Sure. Nearly
always somebody faints. Then the young reporters from
the papers cry sometimes, cry like babies, and some people
are sick, you know, really sick—lose their dinner. Mostly
first-timer’s are like that. Let’s have another bottle of
beer, Mr. Munroe. It’s good and cold, isn’t it?’


‘Yes, it’s fine beer all right,’ Bert agreed absently. ‘I’ll
have to get your recipe. A man ought to have a little beer
ready for the hot weather. I’ve got to go now, Mr. Banks.
Thank you for showing me round the place. You could
give some points to these Petaluma people about fowls, I
guess.’


Raymond flushed with pleasure. ‘I try to keep up with
new things. I’ll let you know when I hear from Ed, Mr.
Munroe.’


During the next two weeks Bert Munroe was nervous
and extremely irritable. This was so unusual that his
wife protested. ‘You’re not well, Bert. Why don’t you
drive in and let a doctor overhaul you?’


‘Oh! I’m all right,’ he insisted. He spent most of his
time at work on the farm, but his eyes roved to the country
road every time a motor-car drove by. It was on a Saturday
that Raymond Banks drove up in his light truck and
parked before the Munroe gate. Bert dropped a shovel
and went out to meet him. When one farmer meets
another they seldom go into a house. Instead, they walk
slowly over the land, pulling bits of grass from the fields, or
leaves from the trees and testing them with their fingers
while they talk. Summer was beginning. The leaves on
the fruit trees had not yet lost their tender, light greens,
but the blossoms were all gone and the fruit set. Already
the cherries were showing a little colour. Bert and Raymond
walked slowly over the cultivated ground under the
orchard trees.


‘Birds are thick this year,’ said Bert. ‘They’ll get
most of the cherries, I guess.’ He knew perfectly well why
Raymond had come.


‘Well, I’ve heard from Ed, Mr. Munroe. He says it will
be all right for you to go up with me. He says they don’t
let many come, because they try to keep the morbidly
curious people away. But he says any friend of mine is all
right. We’ll go up next Thursday. There’s an execution
on Friday.’ (Bert walked along in silence, his eyes
on the ground.) ‘Ed’s a nice fellow. You’ll like him,’
Raymond went on. ‘We’ll stay with him Thursday night.’


Bert picked up an overlooked pruning from the ground
and bent it to a tense bow in his hands. ‘I’ve been thinking
about it,’ he said. ‘Would it make any difference to
you if I pulled out at the last minute?’


Raymond stared at him. ‘Why, I thought you wanted
to go. What’s the matter?’


‘You’ll think I’m pretty soft, I guess, if I tell you. The
fact is—I’ve been thinking about it and—I’m scared to go.
I’m afraid I shouldn’t get it out of my head afterwards.’


‘It’s not as bad as it sounds,’ Raymond protested.


‘Maybe it isn’t. I don’t know about that. But I’m
scared it would be bad for me. Everybody don’t see a
thing the same way.’


‘No, that’s true.’


‘I’ll try to give you an idea how I feel, Mr. Banks. You
know I don’t eat chicken. I never tell anybody why I
don’t eat it. Just say I don’t like it. I’ve put you to a lot
of trouble. I’ll tell you—to kind of explain.’ The stick
snapped in his hands, and he threw the two ends away and
thrust his hands in his pockets.


‘When I was a kid, about twelve years old, I used to deliver
a few groceries before school. Well, out by the
brewery an old crippled man lived. He had one leg cut
off at the thigh, and instead of a wooden leg, he had one of
those old-fashioned crutches—kind of a crescent on top of
a round stick. You remember them. He got round on it
pretty well, but kind of slow. One morning, when I went
by with my basket of groceries, this old man was out in his
yard killing a rooster. It was the biggest Rhode Island
Red I ever saw. Or maybe it was because I was so little
that the fowl looked so big. The old man had the
crutch braced under his armpit, and he was holding the
rooster by the legs.’ Bert stopped and picked another
stick from the ground. This one, too, bent under his
hands. His face was growing pale as he talked.


‘Well,’ he continued, ‘this old man had a hatchet in
his other hand. Just as he made a cut at the rooster’s neck,
his crutch slipped a little, the fowl twisted in his hand, and
he cut off one of the wings. Well, then, that old man just
about went crazy. He cut and he cut, always in the
wrong place, into the breast and into the stomach. Then
the crutch slipped a bit more and threw him off his balance
just as the hatchet was coming down. He cut off
one of the chicken’s legs and sliced right through his own
finger.’ Bert wiped his forehead with his sleeve. Raymond
was heaping up a little mountain of earth with the
side of his shoe.


‘Well, when that happened, the old man just dropped
the rooster on the ground and hobbled into the house
holding on to his finger. And that rooster went crawling
off with all its entrails hanging out on the ground—went
crawling off and kind of croaking.’ The stick snapped
again, and this time he threw the pieces violently from
him. ‘Well, Mr. Banks, I’ve never killed a fowl since
then, and I’ve never eaten one. I’ve tried to eat them,
but every time, I see that damned Rhode Island Red
crawling away.’ For the first time he looked straight at
Raymond Banks. ‘Do you see what would happen?’


Raymond dodged his eyes and looked away. ‘Yes.
Yes, sir, that must have been pretty awful.’


Bert hurried on. ‘Well, I got thinking about this hanging.
It might be like the fowl. I dreamt about that fowl
over and over again when I was a kid. Every time my
stomach got upset and give me a nightmare, I’d dream
about that fowl. Now, suppose I went to this hanging
with you. I might dream about it, too. Not long ago
they hung a woman in Arizona, and the rope pulled her
head right off. Suppose that happened. It would be a
hundred times worse than the fowl. Why, I’d never get
over a thing like that.’


‘But that practically never happens,’ Raymond protested.
‘I tell you it’s not nearly as bad as it sounds.’


Bert seemed not to hear him. His face was working
with horror at his thoughts. ‘Then you say some people
get sick and some of them faint. I know why that is. It’s
because those people are imagining they’re up on the
gallows with the rope round their necks. They really
feel like the man it’s happening to. I’ve done that myself.
I imagined I was going to be hung in twenty-four
hours. It’s like the most awful nightmare in the world.
And I’ve been thinking—what’s the use of going up there
and horrifying myself? I’d be sick. I know I would.
I’d just go through everything the poor devil on the
gallows did. Just thinking about it last night, I felt the
rope round my neck. Then I went to sleep, and the
sheet got over my face, and I dreamt it was that damned
black cap.’


‘I tell you, you mustn’t think things like that,’ Raymond
cried angrily. ‘If you think things like that, you
haven’t got any right to go up with me. I tell you it isn’t
as terrible as that, when you see it. It’s nothing. You
said you wanted to go up, and I got permission for you.
What do you want to go talking like this for? There’s no
need to talk like you did. If you don’t want to go, why
the hell don’t you just say so and then shut up?’


The look of horror went out of Bert’s eyes. Almost
eagerly he seized upon anger. ‘No need to get angry,
Mr. Banks. I was just telling you why I didn’t want to go.
If you had any imagination, I shouldn’t have to tell you.
If you had any imagination, you’d see for yourself,
and you wouldn’t go up to see some poor devil get
killed.’


Raymond turned away contemptuously. ‘You’re just
yellow,’ he said, and strode away to his truck. He drove
furiously over the road to his ranch, but when he had
arrived and covered the truck, he walked slowly towards
his house. His wife was cutting roses.


‘What’s the matter with you, Ray? You look ill,’ she
cried.


Raymond scowled. ‘I’ve got a headache, that’s all.
It’ll go away. You know Bert Munroe that wanted to go
up with me next week?’


‘Yes.’


‘Well, now he don’t want to go.’


‘What’s the matter with him?’


‘He’s lost his nerve, that’s what’s happened. He’s
afraid to see it.’


His wife laughed uneasily. ‘Well, I don’t know as I’d
like to see it myself.’


‘You’re a woman, but he’s supposed to be a man.’


Next morning Raymond sat down listlessly to breakfast
and ate very little. His wife looked worried. ‘You’ve
still got that headache, Ray. Why don’t you do something
for it?’


Raymond ignored her question, ‘I’ve got to write to
Ed, and I don’t know what to say to him.’


‘What do you mean, you don’t know?’


‘Well, I’m afraid I’m in for a cold. I don’t know
whether I’ll be well enough to go up there on Thursday.
It’s a long trip, and cold crossing the bay.’


Mrs. Banks sat in thought. ‘Why don’t you ask him to
come down here sometimes? He’s never been here;
you’ve been there lots of times.’


Raymond brightened up. ‘By George! That’s an
idea. I’ve been going up to see him for years. I’ll just
drop him a line and tell him to come and see us.’


‘We could give him a barbecue,’ Mrs. Banks suggested.


Raymond’s face clouded over. ‘Oh, I don’t think so.
A close friend like Ed would rather not have a crowd.
But beer—say, you should see how Ed loves his beer. I’ll
drop him a line now.’ He got out a pen and a little pad
of writing-paper and an ink-bottle. As his pen hesitated
over the paper, his face dropped back into a scowl.
‘Damn that Munroe, anyway! I went to a lot of trouble
for him. How should I know he was going to turn yellow
on me.’



Chapter Ten


Pat Humbert’s parents were middle-aged when he
was born; they had grown old and stiff and spiteful
before he was twenty. All of Pat’s life had been
spent in an atmosphere of age, of the aches and illness, of
the complaints and self-sufficiency of age. While he was
growing up, his parents held his opinions in contempt because
he was young. ‘When you’ve lived as long as we
have, you’ll see things differently,’ they told him. Later,
they found his youth hateful because it was painless.
Their age, so they implied, was a superior state, a state
approaching godhead in dignity and infallibility. Even
rheumatism was desirable as a price for the great wisdom
of age. Pat was led to believe that no young thing had
any virtue. Youth was a clumsy, fumbling preparation
for excellent old age. Youth should think of nothing but
the duty it owed to age, of the courtesy and veneration
due to age. On the other hand, age owed no courtesy
whatever to youth.


When Pat was sixteen, the whole work of the farm fell
upon him. His father retired to a rocking-chair beside
the air-tight stove in the sitting-room, from which he
issued orders, edicts and criticisms.


The Humberts dwelt in an old, rambling farmhouse of
five rooms: a locked parlour, cold and awful as doom, a
hot, stuffy sitting-room smelling always of pungent salves
and patent medicines, two bedrooms and a large kitchen.
The old people sat in cushioned rocking-chairs and complained
bitterly if Pat did not come in from the farm work
to replenish the fire in the stove several times a day.
Towards the end of their lives they really hated Pat for
being young.


They lived a long time. Pat was thirty when they died
within a month of each other. They were unhappy and
bitter and discontented with their lives, and yet each one
clung tenaciously to the poor spark and only died after a
long struggle.


There were two months of horror for Pat. For three
weeks he nursed his mother while she lay rigid on the bed,
her breath clattering in and out of her lungs. She
watched him with stony, accusing eyes as he tried to make
her comfortable. When she was dead, her eyes still
accused him.


Pat unlocked the terrible parlour; the neighbours sat in
rows before the coffin, a kind of audience, while the service
went on. From the bedroom came the sound of old
Mr. Humbert’s peevish weeping.


The second period of nursing began immediately after
the first funeral, and continued for three weeks more.
Then the neighbours sat in rows before another coffin.
Before the funerals, the parlour had always been locked
except during the monthly cleaning. The blinds were
drawn down to protect the green carpet from the sun.
In the centre of the room stood a gilt-legged marble-topped
table which bore, on a tapestry of Millet’s ‘Angelus,’
a huge Bible with a deeply tooled cover. On either side
of the Bible sat squat vases holding tight bouquets of ever-lasting
flowers. There were four straight chairs in the
parlour, one against each of the four walls—two for the
coffin and two for the watchers. Three large pictures in
gilt frames hung on the walls, coloured, enlarged photographs
of each of the old Humberts looking stern and dead,
but so taken that their eyes followed an intruder about the
room. The third picture showed the corpse of Elaine in
its boat on the thin sad river. The shroud hung over the
gunwale and dipped into the water. On a corner table
stood a tall glass bell in which three stuffed orioles sat on a
cherry branch. So cold and sepulchral was this parlour
that it had never been entered except by corpses and their
attendants. It was indeed a little private mortuary
chamber. Pat had seen three aunts and an uncle buried
from that parlour.


Pat stood quietly by the graveside while his neighbours
shaped up a tent of earth. Already his mother’s grave had
sunk a little, leaving a jagged crack all round its mound.
The men were patting the new mound now, shaping a
straight ridge and smoothing the slope of the sides. They
were good workmen with the soil; they liked to make a
good job with it, whether it were furrow or grave mound.
After it was perfect, they still walked about patting it
lightly here and there. The women had gone back to the
buggies and were waiting for their husbands to come.
Each man walked up to Pat and shook his hand and
murmured some solemn friendly thing to him. The
wagons and carts and buggies were all moving away now,
disappearing one by one in the distance. Still Pat stood
in the cemetery staring at the two graves. He didn’t
know what to do now there was no one to demand anything
of him.


Autumn was in the air, the sharp smell of it and the little
jerky winds of it breathing up and then dying in mid-blow.
Wild doves sat in a line on the cemetery fence all facing
one way, all motionless. A piece of old brown newspaper
scudded along the ground and clung about Pat’s ankles.
He stooped and picked it off, looked at it for a moment
and then threw it away. The sound of grating buggy
wheels came from the road. T. B. Allen tied his horse to
the fence and walked up to Pat. ‘We thought you’d be
going somewhere tonight,’ he said in an embarrassed
voice. ‘If you feel like it, we’d like you to come to supper
at our house—and stay the night, too.’


Pat started out of the coma that had fallen on him. ‘I
ought to be going away from here,’ he said. He fumbled
for another thought. ‘I’m not doing any good here.’


‘It’s better to get away from it,’ Allen said.


‘It’s hard to leave, Mr. Allen. It’s a thing you’ll sometimes
want to remember, and other times you’ll want to
forget it, I guess. But it’s hard to leave because then you
know it’s all over—for ever.’


‘Well, why don’t you come to supper over at our house?’


All Pat’s guards were down; he confessed, ‘I’ve never
had supper away from home in my life. They’—he
nodded towards the graves—‘they didn’t like to be out
after dark. Night air wasn’t good for them.’


‘Then perhaps it would be good for you to eat at our
house. You shouldn’t go back to the empty place, at
least not tonight. A man ought to save himself a little.’
He took Pat’s arm and led him towards the gate. ‘You
follow me in your wagon.’ And as they went out of the
gate a little elegy escaped from him. ‘It’s a fit thing to
die in the fall,’ he said. ‘It wouldn’t be good to die in the
spring and never to know about the rainfall nor how the
crops shaped. But in the fall everything’s over.’


‘They wouldn’t care, Mr. Allen. They didn’t ever ask
about the crops, and they hated the rain because of their
rheumatism. They just wanted to live. I don’t know
why.’


For supper there were cold slices of beef, and potatoes
fried raw with a few onions, and bread pudding with
raisins. Mrs. Allen tried to help Pat in his trouble by
speaking often of his parents, of how good and kind they
were, of his father’s honesty and his mother’s famous
cookery. Pat knew she was lying about them to help him,
and he didn’t need it. He was in no agony of grief. The
thick lethargy still hung over him so that it was a great
effort to move or to speak.


He was remembering something that had happened at
the funeral. When the pall-bearers lifted the coffin from
its two chairs, one of the men tripped against the marble-topped
table. The accident tipped over one of the vases
of everlastings and pushed the Bible askew on its tapestry.
Pat knew that in decency he should restore the old order.
The chairs should be pushed against their walls and the
Bible set straight. Finally he should lock up the parlour
again. The memory of his mother demanded these
things of him.


The Allens urged him to stay the night, but after a little
while, he bade them a listless good-night and dragged himself
out to harness his horse. The sky was black and cold
between the sharp stars, and the hills hummed faintly
under a lowering temperature. Through his lethargy,
Pat heard the clopping of the horse’s hooves on the road,
the crying of night-birds and the whisk of wind through
the drying leaves. But more real to him were his parents’
voices sounding in his head. ‘There’ll be frost,’ his father
said. ‘I hate the frost worse than rats.’ And his mother
chimed in; ‘Speaking of rats—I have a feeling there’s
rats in the cellar. I wonder if Pat has set the traps this
year past. I told him to, but he forgets everything I tell
him.’


Pat answered the voices. ‘I put poison in the cellar.
Traps aren’t as good as poison.’


‘A cat is best,’ his mother’s whining voice said. ‘I
don’t know why we never have a cat or two. Pat never
has a cat.’


‘I get cats, mother, but they eat gophers and go wild
and run away. I can’t keep cats.’


The house was black and unutterably dreary when he
arrived. Pat lighted the reflector lamp and built a fire in
the stove to warm the kitchen. As the flame roared
through the wood, he sank into a chair and found that he
was very comfortable. It would be nice, he thought, to
bring his bed into the kitchen and to sleep beside the stove.
The straightening of the house could be done tomorrow,
or any day for that matter.


When he threw open the door into the sitting-room a
wave of cold, lifeless air met him. His nostrils were
assailed by the smell of funeral flowers and age and
medicine. He walked quickly to his bedroom and carried
his cot into the warm and lighted kitchen.


After a while Pat blew out the light and went to bed.
The fire cricked softly in the stove. For a time the night
was still, and then gradually the house began to swarm
with malignant life. Pat discovered that his body was
tense and cold. He was listening for sounds from the
sitting-room, for the creak of the rocking-chairs and for
the loud breathing of the old people. The house cracked
and, although he had been listening for sounds, Pat
started violently. His head and legs became damp with
perspiration. Silently and miserably he crept from his
bed and locked the door into the sitting-room. Then he
went back to his cot and lay shivering under the clothes.
The night had become very still, and he was lonely.


Next morning Pat awoke with a cold sense of duty to be
performed. He tried to remember what it was. Of
course, it was the Bible lying out of place on its table.
That should be put straight. The vase of everlastings
should be set upright, and after that the whole house
should be cleaned. Pat knew he should do these things in
spite of the reluctance he felt for opening the door into the
sitting-room. His mind shrank from the things he would
see when he opened the door—the two rocking-chairs,
one on either side of the stove; the pillows in the chair
seats would be holding the impressions of his parents’
bodies. He knew the odours of age and of unguents and
of stale flowers that were waiting for him on the other side
of the door. But the thing was a duty. It must be done.


He built a fire and cooked his breakfast. It was while
he was drinking the hot coffee that a line of reasoning
foreign to his old manner of life came to him. The
unusual thoughts that thronged upon him astounded him
at once for their audacity and for their simplicity.


‘Why should I go in there?’ he demanded. ‘There’s
no one to care, no one even to know. I don’t have to go
in there if I don’t want to.’ He felt like a boy who plays
truant to walk in a deep and satisfying forest. But to
combat his freedom, his mother’s complaining voice came
to his ears. ‘Pat ought to clean the house. Pat never
takes care of things.’


The joy of revolt surged up in him. ‘You’re dead!’ he
told the voice. ‘You’re just something that’s happening
in my mind. Nobody can expect me to do things any
more. Nobody will ever know if I don’t do things I ought
to. I’m not going in there, and I’m never going in there.’
And while the spirit was still strong in him, he strode to
the door, plucked out the key and threw it into the tall
weeds behind the house. He closed the shutters of all the
windows except those in the kitchen, and nailed them shut
with long nails.


The joy of his new freedom did not last long. In the
daytime the farm work kept him busy, but before the day
was out, he grew lonely for the old duties which ate up the
hours and made the time short. He knew he was afraid
to go into the house, afraid of those impressions in the
cushions and of the disarranged Bible. He had locked up
two thin old ghosts, but he had not taken away their
power to trouble him.


That night, after he had cooked his supper, he sat beside
the stove. An appalling loneliness like a desolate fog fell
upon him. He listened to the stealthy sounds in the old
house, the whispers and little knockings. So tensely did
he listen that after a while he could hear the chairs rocking
in the other room, and once he made out the rasping
sound of a lid being unscrewed from a jar of salve. Pat
could not stand it any longer. He went to the barn,
harnessed his horse and drove to the Pastures of Heaven
General Store.


Three men sat round the fat-bellied stove contemplating
its corrugations with apt abstraction. They made room
for Pat to draw up a chair. None of the men looked at
him, because a man in mourning deserves the same social
immunities as a cripple. Pat settled himself in his chair
and gazed at the stove. ‘Remind me to get some flour
before I go,’ he said.


All the men knew what he meant. They knew he didn’t
need flour, but each one of them, under similar circumstances,
would have made some such excuse. T. B. Allen
opened the stove door and looked in and then poked the
coals. ‘A house like that is pretty lonely at first,’ he
observed. Pat felt grateful to him although his words
constituted a social blunder.


‘I’ll need some tobacco and some shot-gun cartridges,
too, Mr. Allen,’ he said by way of payment.


Pat changed his habits of living after that. Determinedly
he sought groups of men. During the daytime
he worked on his farm, but at night he was invariably to be
found where two or three people were gathered. When
a dance or a party was given at the schoolhouse, Pat
arrived early and stayed until the last man was gone. He
sat at the house of John Whiteside; he arrived first at fires.
On election days he stayed at the polls until they closed.
Wherever a group of people gathered, Pat was sure to
show up. From constant stalking of company he came
to have almost an instinct for discovering excitements
which would draw crowds.


Pat was a homely man, gangling, big-nosed and heavy-jawed.
He looked very much like Lincoln as a young
man. His figure was as unfitted for clothes as Lincoln’s
was. His nostrils and ears were large and full of hair.
They looked as though furry little animals were hiding in
them. Pat had no conversation; he knew he added little
to the gatherings he frequented, and he tried to make up
for his lack by working, by doing favours, by arranging
things. He liked to be appointed to committees for
arranging school dances, for then he could call on the other
committee men to discuss plans; he could spend evenings
decorating the school or running about the valley borrowing
chairs from one family and dishes from another.
If on any evening he could find no gathering to join, he
drove his Ford truck to Salinas and sat through two moving
picture shows. After those first two nights of fearful
loneliness, he never spent another evening in his closed-up
house. The memory of the Bible, of the waiting chairs,
or the years-old smells were terrifying to him.


For ten years Pat Humbert drove about the valley in
search of company. He had himself elected to the school
board; he joined the Masons and the Odd Fellows in
Salinas and was never known to miss a meeting.


In spite of his craving for company, Pat never became
a part of any group he joined. Rather he hung on the
fringes, never speaking unless he was addressed. The
people of the valley considered his presence inevitable.
They used him unmercifully and hardly knew that he
wished nothing better.


When the gatherings were over, when Pat was finally
forced home, he drove his Ford into the barn and then
rushed to bed. He tried with little success to forget the
terrible rooms on the other side of the door. The picture
of them edged into his mind sometimes. The dust would
be thick now, and the cobwebs would be strung in all the
corners and on all the furniture. When the vision invaded
and destroyed his defences before he could go to
sleep, Pat shivered in his bed and tried every little
soporific formula he knew.


Since he hated his house so, Pat took no care of it. The
old building lay mouldering with neglect. A white banksia
rose, which for years had been a stubby little bush,
came suddenly to life and climbed up the front of the
house. It covered the porch, hung festoons over the
closed windows and dropped long streamers from the
eaves. Within the ten years the house looked like a huge
mound of roses. People passing by on the country road
paused to marvel at its size and beauty. Pat hardly knew
about the rose. He refused to think about the house
when he could refuse to do so.


The Humbert farm was a good one; Pat kept it well and
made money from it, and, since his expenses were small,
he had quite a few thousand dollars in the bank. He
loved the farm for itself, but he also loved it because it
kept him from fear in the daytime. When he was working,
the terror of being solitary, the freezing loneliness,
could not attack him. He raised good fruit, but his
loganberries were his chief interest. The rows of supported
shoots paralleled the county road. Every year he
was able to market his berries earlier than anyone in the
valley.


Pat was forty years old when the Munroes came into the
valley. He welcomed them as his neighbours. Here was
another house to which he might go to pass an evening.
And since Bert Munroe was a friendly man, he liked to
have Pat drop in to visit. Pat was a good farmer. Bert
often asked his advice. Pat did not take very much
notice of Mae Munroe except to see, and to forget, that
she was a pretty girl. He did not often think of people as
individuals, but rather as antidotes for the poison of his
loneliness, as escapes from the imprisoned ghosts.


One afternoon when the summer was dawning, Pat was
working among his loganberries. He knelt between the
rows of plants and dug among the roots with a hoe. The
berries were forming fast now, and the leaves were pale
green and lovely. Pat worked slowly down the row.
He was contented with the work, and he did not dread the
coming night, for he was to have supper at the Munroes’
house. As he worked he heard voices from the road.
Although he was concealed among the vines, he knew
from the tones that Mrs. Munroe and her daughter Mae
were strolling by his house. Suddenly he heard Mae
exclaim with pleasure.


‘Mamma, look at that!’ Pat ceased his work to listen.
‘Did you ever see such a beautiful rose in your life,
Mama?’


‘It’s pretty, all right,’ Mrs. Munroe said.


‘I’ve just thought what it reminds me of,’ Mae continued.
‘Do you remember the postcard of that lovely
house in Vermont? Uncle Keller sent it. This house,
with the rose over it, looks just like that house in the
picture. I’d like to see the inside of it.’


‘Well, there isn’t much chance of that. Mrs. Allen
says no one in the valley has been in that house since Pat’s
father and mother died, and that’s ten years ago. She
didn’t say whether it was pretty.’


‘With a rose like that on the outside, the inside must be
pretty. I wonder if Mr. Humbert will let me see it sometime.’
The two women walked on out of hearing.


When they were gone, Pat stood up and looked at the
great rose. He had never seen how beautiful it was—a
haystack of green leaves and neatly covered with white
roses. ‘It is pretty,’ he said. ‘And it’s like a nice house
in Vermont. It’s like a Vermont house, and—well, it is
pretty, a pretty bush.’ Then, as though he had seen
through the bush and through the wall, a vision of the
parlour came to him. He went quickly back to his work
among the berries, struggling to put the house out of his
mind. But Mae’s words came back to him over and over
again. ‘It must be pretty inside.’ Pat wondered what a
Vermont house looked like inside. John Whiteside’s
solid and grand house he knew, and, with the rest of the
valley, he had admired the plush comfort of Bert Munroe’s
house, but a pretty house he had never seen, that is, a
house he could really call pretty. In his mind he went
over all the houses he knew and not one of them was what
Mae must have meant. He remembered a picture in a
magazine, a room with a polished floor and white woodwork
and a staircase; it might have been Mt. Vernon.
That picture had impressed him. Perhaps that was what
Mae meant.


He wished he could see the postcard of the Vermont
house, but if he asked to see it, they would know he had
been listening. As he thought about it, Pat became
obsessed with a desire to see a pretty house that looked like
his. He put his hoe away and walked in front of his house.
Truly the rose was marvellous. It dropped a canopy over
the porch, hung awnings of white stars over the closed
windows. Pat wondered why he had never noticed it
before.


That night he did something he couldn’t have contemplated
before. At the Munroe door, he broke an engagement
to spend an evening in company. ‘There’s some
business in Salinas I’ve got to attend to,’ he explained. ‘I
stand to lose some money if I don’t go at once.’


In Salinas he went straight to the public library. ‘Have
you got any pictures of Vermont houses—pretty ones?’ he
asked the librarian.


‘You’ll probably find some in the magazines. Come,
I’ll show you where to look.’


They had to warn him when the library was about to
close. He had found pictures of interiors, but of interiors
he had never imagined. The rooms were built on a plan;
each decoration, each piece of furniture, even the floors
and walls were related, were a part of the plan. Some
deep and instinctive feeling in him for arrangement, for
colour and line, had responded to the pictures. He
hadn’t known rooms could be like that—all in one piece.
Every room he had ever seen was the result of a gradual
and accidental accumulation. Aunt Sophie sent a vase,
Father bought a chair. They put a stove in the fireplace
because it gave more heat; the Sperry Flour Company
issued a big calendar, and Mother had its picture framed;
a mail order house advertised a new kind of lamp. That
was the way rooms were assembled. But in the pictures
someone had an idea, and everything in the room was a
part of the idea. Just before the library closed he came
upon two pictures side by side. One showed a room like
those he knew, and beside it was another picture of the
same room with all the clutter gone, and with the idea in
it. It didn’t look like the same place at all. For the
first time in his life Pat was anxious to go home. He
wanted to lie in his bed and think, for a strange new idea
was squirming into being at the back of his mind.


Pat could not sleep that night. His head was too full of
plans. Once he got up and lighted the lamp to look at his
bank book. A little before daylight he dressed and
cooked his breakfast, and while he ate, his eyes wandered
again and again to the locked door. There was a light of
malicious joy in his eyes. ‘It’ll be dark in there,’ he said.
‘I better rip open the shutters before I go in there.’


When the daylight came at last, he took a crowbar and
walked round the house, tearing open the nailed shutters
as he went. The parlour windows he did not touch, for
he didn’t want to disturb the rose bush. Finally he went
back into the kitchen and stood before the locked door.
For a moment the old vision stopped him. ‘But it will be
over in a minute,’ he argued. ‘I’ll start tearing it to
pieces right away.’ The crowbar poised and crashed on
the lock. The door sprang open, crying miserably on its
dry hinges, and the horrible room lay before him. The
air was foggy with cobwebs; a musty, ancient odour
flowed through the door. There were the two rocking-chairs
on either side of the rusty stove. Even through the
dust he could see the little hollows in their cushions. But
these were not the terrible things. Pat knew where lay
the centre of his fears. He walked rapidly through the
room, brushing the cobwebs from his eyes as he went.
The parlour was still dark for its shutters were closed. Pat
didn’t have to grope for the table; he knew exactly where
it was. Hadn’t it haunted him for ten years? He picked
up table and Bible together, ran out through the kitchen
and hurled them into the yard.


Now he could go more slowly. The fear was gone.
The windows were stuck so hard that he had to use the
bar to prise them open. First the rocking-chairs went
out, rolling and jumping when they hit the ground, then
the pictures, the ornaments from the mantelpiece, the
stuffed orioles. And when the movable furniture, the
clothing, the rugs and vases were scattered about under
the windows, Pat ripped up the carpet and crammed it
out, too. Finally he brought buckets of water and
splashed the walls and ceilings thoroughly. The work
was an intense pleasure to him. He tried to break the legs
off the chairs when he threw them out. While the
water was soaking into the old dark wall-paper, he collected
all of the furniture from under the windows, piled it
up and set fire to it. Old musty fabrics and varnished wood
smouldered sullenly and threw out a foul stench of dust
and dampness. Only when a bucket of kerosene was
thrown over the pile did the flame leap up. The tables
and chairs cracked as they released their ghosts into the
fire. Pat surveyed the pile joyfully.


‘You would sit in there all these years, would you?’ he
cried. ‘You thought I’d be afraid to burn you. Well, I
just wish you could be around to see what I’m going to do,
you rotten, stinking trash.’ The green carpet burned
through and left red, flaky coals. Old vases and jars
cracked to pieces in the heat. Pat could hear the sizzle of
mentholatum and pain-killer gushing from containers and
boiling into the fire. He felt that he was presiding at the
death of his enemy. Only when the pile had burnt down
to coals did he leave it. The walls were soaked thoroughly
by now, so that the wall-paper peeled off in long, broad
ribbons.


That afternoon Pat drove into Salinas and bought all
the magazines on house decoration he could find. In the
evening, after dinner, he searched the pages through. At
last, in one of the magazines, he found the perfect room.
There had been a question about some of the others; there
was none about this one. And he could do it quite easily.
With the partition between the sitting-room and the parlour
torn out, he would have a room thirty feet long and
fifteen wide. The windows must be made wider, the fireplace
enlarged and the floor sand-papered, stained and
polished. Pat knew he could do all these things. His
hands ached to be at work. ‘Tomorrow I’ll start,’ he said.
Then another thought stopped him. ‘She thinks it’s
pretty now. I can’t very well let her know I’m doing it
now. Why, she’d know I heard her say that about the
Vermont house. I can’t let people know I’m doing it.
They’d ask why I’m doing it.’ He wondered why he was
doing it. ‘It’s none of their darn business why,’ he explained
to himself. ‘I don’t have to go round telling
people why. I’ve got my reasons. By God! I’ll do it
at night.’ Pat laughed softly to himself. The idea of
secretly changing his house delighted him. He could
work here alone, and no one would know. Then, when
it was all finished, he could invite a few people and pretend
it had always been like that. Nobody would
remember how it was ten years ago.


This was the way he ordered his life: during the day he
worked on the farm, and at night rushed into the house
with a feeling of joy. The picture of the completed room
was tacked up in the kitchen. Pat looked at it twenty times
a day. While he was building window-seats, putting up the
French-grey paper, coating the woodwork with cream-coloured
enamel, he could see the completed room before
him. When he needed supplies he drove to Salinas late in
the evening and brought back his materials after dark. He
worked until midnight and went to bed breathlessly
happy.


The people of the valley missed him from their gatherings.
At the store they questioned him, but he had his
excuse ready. ‘I’m taking one of those mail courses,’ he
explained. ‘I’m studying at night.’ The men smiled.
Loneliness was too much for a man, they knew. Bachelors
on farms always got a little queer sooner or later.


‘What are you studying, Pat?’


‘Oh! What? Oh! I’m taking some lessons in—building.’


‘You ought to get married, Pat. You’re getting along
in years.’


Pat blushed furiously. ‘Don’t be a damn fool,’ he said.


As he worked on the room, Pat was developing a little
play, and it went like this: the room was finished and the
furniture in place. The fire burnt redly; the lamps threw
misty reflections on the polished floor and on the shiny
furniture. ‘I’ll go to her house, and I’ll say, off-hand, “I
hear you like Vermont houses.” No! I can’t say that.
I’ll say, “Do you like Vermont houses? Well, I’ve got a
room that’s kind of like a Vermont room.” ’ The preliminaries
were never quite satisfactory. He couldn’t
make up his mind about the perfect way for enticing her
into his house. He ended by skipping that part. He
could think it out later.


Now she was entering the kitchen. The kitchen
shouldn’t be changed, for that would make the other
room a bigger surprise. She would stand in front of the
door, and he would reach round her and throw it open.
There was the room, rather dark, but full of dark light,
really. The fire flowed up like a broad stream, and the
lamps were reflected on the floor. You could make out
the glazed chintz hangings and the pattern of the hearthrug.
The pewter glowed with a restrained richness. It
was all so warm and snug. Pat’s chest contracted with
delight.


Anyhow, she was standing in the doorway and—what
would she say? Well, if she felt like he did, perhaps she
wouldn’t say anything. She might feel almost like crying.
That was peculiar, the good full feeling as though you
were about to cry. Perhaps she’d stand there for a minute
or two, just looking. Then Pat would say, ‘Won’t you
come in and sit down for a bit?’ And, of course, that
would break the spell. She would begin talking about
the room in funny choked sentences. But Pat would be
off-hand about it all. ‘Yes, I always rather liked it.’
He said this out loud as he worked. ‘Yes, I always
thought it was rather nice. It occurred to me the other
day that you might like to see it.’


The play ended like this: Mae sat in the high-backed
chair in front of the fire. Her plump, pretty hands lay in
her lap. As she sat there, a far-away look came into her
eyes.... And Pat never went any further than that, for
at that point a self-consciousness overcame him. If he
went further, it would be like peeping in at a window at
two people who wanted to be alone. The electric
moment, the palpitating moment of the whole thing, was
when he threw open the door; when she stood on the
threshold, stunned by the beauty of the room.


At the end of three months the room was finished. Pat
put the magazine picture in his wallet and went to San
Francisco. In the office of a furniture company he spread
his picture on the desk. ‘I want furniture like that,’ he said.


‘You don’t mean originals, of course.’


‘What do you mean, originals?’


‘Why, old pieces. You couldn’t get them for under
thirty thousand dollars.’


Pat’s face fell. His room seemed to collapse. ‘Oh!—I
didn’t know.’


‘We can get you good copies of everything here,’ the
manager assured him.


‘Why, of course. That’s good. That’s fine. How
much would the copies cost?’


The ‘buyer’ was called in. The three of them went
over the articles in the picture and the manager made a
list: occasional table, drop-leaf gate-leg table, chairs: one
windsor, one rush-seat ladderback, one high back, one
fireplace bench; rugs, glazed chintz hangings, lamps with
frosted globes and crystal pendants; one oak dresser,
painted china, pewter candlesticks and sconces.


‘Well, it will be round about three thousand dollars,
Mr. Humbert.’


Pat frowned with thought. After all, why should he
save money? ‘How soon can you send it down?’ he
demanded.


While he was waiting to hear that the furniture had
arrived in Salinas, Pat rubbed the floor until it shone like
a dull lake. He walked backwards out of the room,
erasing his faint footmarks with a polisher. And then at
last the crates arrived at the goods station. It took four
trips to Salinas in his truck to get them, trips made
secretly in the night. There was an air of intrigue about
the business.


Pat unpacked the pieces in the barn. He carried in
chairs and tables, and, with a great many looks at the
picture, arranged them in their exact places. That night
the fire flared up, and the frosted lamps were reflected on
the floor. The pattern on the hearthrug seemed to
quiver in the dancing flame-light.


Pat went into the kitchen and closed the door. Then,
very slowly, he opened it again and stood looking in. The
room glowed with warmth, with welcoming warmth. The
pewter was even richer than he had thought it would be.
The plates on the oak dresser caught sparks on their rims.
For a moment Pat stood in the doorway trying to get the
right tone in his voice. ‘I always rather liked it,’ he said
in his most off-hand manner. ‘It occurred to me the
other day that you might like to see it.’ He paused, for a
horrible thought had come to him. ‘Why, she can’t
come here alone. A girl can’t come to a single man’s
house at night. People would talk about her, and, besides,
she wouldn’t do it.’ He was bitterly disappointed.
‘Her mother will have to come with her. But—perhaps
her mother won’t get in the way. She can stand back
here, out of the way.’


Now that he was ready, a powerful reluctance stopped
him. Evening after evening passed while he put off asking
her to come. He went through his play until he knew
exactly where she would stand, how she would look, what
she would say. He had alternative things she might say.
A week went by, and still he put off the visit that would
bring her to see his room.


One afternoon he built up his courage with layers of
will. ‘I can’t put it off for ever. I’d better go tonight.’
After dinner, he put on his best suit and set out to walk to
the Munroes’ house. It was only a quarter of a mile
away. He wouldn’t ask her for tonight. He wanted to
have the fire burning and the lamps lit when she arrived.
The night was cold and very dark. When Pat stumbled
in the dust of the road, he thought with dismay how his
polished shoes would look.


There were a great many lights in the Munroes’ house.
In front of the gate a number of cars were parked. ‘It’s a
party,’ Pat said to himself. ‘I’ll ask her some other night.
I couldn’t do it in front of a lot of people.’ For a moment
he even considered turning back. ‘It would look funny,
though, if I asked her the first time I saw her for months.
She might suspect something.’


When he entered the house, Bert Munroe grasped him
by the hand. ‘It’s Pat Humbert,’ he shouted.


‘Where have you been keeping yourself, Pat?’


‘I’ve been studying at night.’


‘Well, it’s lucky you came over. I was going to go over
to see you tomorrow. You’ve heard the news, of course!’


‘What news?’


‘Why, Mae and Bill Whiteside are going to get married
next Saturday. I was going to ask you to help at the
wedding. It’ll just be a home affair, with refreshments
afterwards. You used to help at the schoolhouse all the
time before you got this studying streak.’ He took Pat’s
arm and tried to lead him into the hall. The sound of a
number of voices came from the room at the end of the
hall.


Pat resisted firmly. He exerted all his training in the
off-hand manner. ‘That’s fine, Mr. Munroe. Next
Saturday, you say? I’d be glad to help. No, I can’t
stay now. I’ve got to run to the store straight away.’
He shook hands again and walked slowly out at the door.


In his misery he wanted to hide for a while, to burrow
into some dark place where no one could see him. His
way was automatically homewards. The rambling house
was dark and unutterably dreary when he arrived. Pat
went into the barn and with deliberate steps climbed the
short ladder and lay down in the hay. His mind was
shrunken and dry with disappointment. Above all
things, he did not want to go into the house. He was
afraid he might lock up the door again. And then, in all
the years to come, two puzzled spirits would live in the
beautiful room, and in his kitchen Pat would picture them
gazing wistfully into the ghost of a fire.



Chapter Eleven


When Richard Whiteside came to the Far West
in ‘50, he inspected the gold workings and gave
them up as objects for his effort. ‘The earth
gives only one crop of gold,’ he said. ‘When that crop
is divided among a thousand tenants, it feeds no one for
very long. That is bad husbandry.’


Richard drove about over the fields and hills of California;
in his mind there was the definite intention of
founding a house for children not yet born and for their
children. Few people in California in that day felt a
responsibility towards their descendants.


On the evening of a fine clear day, he drove his two bay
horses to the top of the little hills which surround the
Pastures of Heaven. He pulled up his team and gazed
down on the green valley. And Richard knew that he
had found his home. In his wandering about the country
he had come upon many beautiful places, but none of
them had given him this feeling of consummation. He
remembered the colonists from Athens and from Lacedæmon
looking for new lands described by vague oracles;
he thought of the Aztecs plodding forward after their
guiding eagle. Richard said to himself. ‘Now, if there
could be a sign, it would be perfect. I know this is the
place, but if only there could be an omen to remember
and to tell the children.’ He looked into the sky, but it
was clear of both birds and clouds. Then the breeze that
blows over the hills in the evening sprang up. The oaks
made furtive little gestures towards the valley, and on the
hillside a tiny whirlwind picked up a few leaves and flung
them forward. Richard chuckled. ‘Answer! Many a
fine city was founded because of a hint from the gods no
more broad than that.’


After a little while he climbed out of his light wagon and
unhitched his horses. Once hobbled, they moved off with
little mincing steps towards the grass at the side of the road.
Richard ate a supper of cold ham and bread, and afterwards
he unrolled his blankets and laid them on the grass
of the hillside. As the grey dusk thickened in the valley,
he lay on his bed and gazed down on the Pastures of
Heaven which was to be his home. On the far side, near
a grove of fine oaks, was the place; behind the chosen
spot there was a hill and a little brushy crease, a stream
surely. The light became uncertain and magical.
Richard saw a beautiful white house with a trim garden
in front of it, and, near by, the white citadel of a water
tower. There were little yellow lights in the windows,
little specks of welcoming light. The broad front door
opened, and a whole covey of children walked out on to
the veranda—at least six children. They peered out
into the growing darkness, looked particularly up at the
hill where Richard lay on his blankets. After a moment
they went back into the house, and the door shut behind
them. With the closing of the door, the house, the garden
and the white water tower disappeared. Richard sighed
with contentment and lay on his back. The sky was
prickling with stars.


For a week Richard drove furiously about the valley.
He bought two hundred and fifty acres in the Pastures of
Heaven; he drove to Monterey to have the title looked
into and the deed registered, and, when the land was
surely his, he visited an architect.


It took six months to build his house, to carpet and
furnish it, to bore a well and build the white tower over it.
There were workmen about the Whiteside place the whole
first year of Richard’s ownership. The land was untouched
with seed.


A neighbour who was worried by this kind of procedure
drove over and confronted the new owner. ‘Going to
have your family come out, Mr. Whiteside?’


‘I haven’t any family,’ said Richard. ‘My parents are
dead. I have no wife.’


‘Then what the hell are you building a big house like
that for?’


Richard’s face grew stern. ‘I’m going to live here. I’ve
come to stay. My children and their children and theirs
will live in this house. There will be a great many
Whitesides born here, and a great many will die here.
Properly cared for, the house will last five hundred years.’


‘I see what you mean, all right,’ said the neighbour. ‘It
sounds fine, but that’s not how we work out here. We
build a little shack, and if the land pays, we build a little
more on it. It isn’t good to put too much into a place.
You might want to move.’


‘I don’t want to move,’ Richard cried. ‘That’s just
what I’m building against. I shall build a structure so
strong that neither I nor my descendants will be able to
move. As a precaution, I shall be buried here when I die.
Men find it hard to leave the graves of their fathers.’ His
face softened. ‘Why, man, don’t you see what I’m doing?
I’m founding a dynasty. I’m building a family and a
family seat that will survive, not for ever, but for several
centuries at least. It pleases me, when I build this house,
to know that my descendants will walk on its floors, that
children whose great-grandfathers aren’t conceived will
be born in it. I’ll build the germ of a tradition into my
house.’ Richard’s eyes were sparkling as he talked. The
pounding of carpenters’ hammers punctuated his speech.


The neighbour thought he was dealing with a madman,
but he felt a kind of reverence for the madness. He desired
to salute it in some manner. Had he not been an American
he would have touched his hat with two fingers. This
man’s two grown sons were cutting timber three hundred
miles away, and his daughter had married and gone to
Nevada. His family was broken up before it was really
started.


Richard built his house of redwood, which does not
decay. He modelled it after the style of the fine country
houses of New England, but, as a tribute to the climate of
the Pastures of Heaven, he surrounded the whole building
with a wide veranda. The roof was only temporarily
shingled, but, as soon as his order could be received in
Boston and a ship could get back again, the shingles were
ripped off and eastern slate substituted. This roof was an
important and symbolic thing to Richard. To the people
of the valley the slate roof was the show-piece of the
country. More than anything else it made Richard
Whiteside the first citizen of the valley. This man
was steady, and his home was here. He didn’t intend
to run off to a new goldfield. Why—his roof was slate.
Besides, he was an educated man. He had been to Harvard.
He had money, and he had the faith to build a big,
luxurious house in the valley. He would rule the land.
He was the founder and patriarch of a family, and his
roof was of slate. The people appreciated and valued the
Pastures of Heaven more because of the slate roof. Had
Richard been a politician with a desire for local preferment,
he could have made no more astute move than thus
roofing his house with slate. It glimmered darkly in the
rain; the sun made a steel mirror of it.


Finally the house was finished; two hired men were set
to work planting the orchards and preparing the land for
seed. A little flock of sheep nibbled the grass on the hillside
behind the house. Richard knew that his preparation
was complete. He was ready for a wife. When a
letter came from a distant relative, saying he had arrived
in San Francisco with his wife and daughter and would be
glad to see Richard, Richard knew he need not search
further. Before he went to San Francisco, he knew he
would marry that daughter. It was the fit thing. There
would be no accidents of blood if he married this girl.


Although they went through the form of courtship, the
matter was settled as soon as they met. Alicia was glad to
leave the domination of her mother and to begin a domestic
empire of her own. The house had been made for her.
She had not been in it twenty-four hours before she had
spread scalloped and perforated papers on the pantry
shelves, of the exact kind Richard remembered in his
mother’s pantry. She ordered the house in the old, comfortable
manner, the unchangeable, the cyclic manner—washing
Monday, ironing Tuesday and so forth—carpets
up and beaten twice a year; jams, tomatoes and pickles
preserved and shelved in the basement every autumn.
The farm prospered, the sheep and cows increased, and
in the garden, bachelor’s buttons, sweet-williams, carnations,
hollyhocks, settled down to a yearly blooming.
And Alicia was going to have a baby.


Richard had known all this would happen. The
dynasty was established. The chimneys wore black
smudges round their crowns. The fireplace in the sitting-room
smoked just enough to fill the house with a delicious
incense of wood smoke. The great meerschaum pipe his
father-in-law had given him was turning from its new
chalky white to a rich creamy yellow.


When the child was coming, Richard treated Alicia
almost like an invalid. In the evening when they sat before
the fire, he tucked a robe about her feet. His great
fear was that something would go wrong with the bearing
of the child. They talked of the picture she should look
at to influence the appearance of the first-born, and, to
surprise her, Richard sent to San Francisco for a little
bronze copy of the Michelangelo David. Alicia blushed
at its nakedness, but before very long she became passionately
fond of the little figure. When she went to bed
it stood on her bedside table. During the day she took it
from room to room with her as she worked, and in the
evening it stood on the mantelpiece in the sitting-room.
Often when she gazed as its clean, hard limbs a tiny
smile of knowledge and of seeking came and went on her
face. She was thoroughly convinced that her child would
look like the David.


Richard sat beside her and stroked her hand soothingly.
She liked to feel him stroke the palm of her hand, firmly
enough not to tickle. He talked to her quietly. ‘The
curse is removed,’ he said. ‘You know, Alicia, my people,
and yours a little further removed, lived in one house for a
hundred and thirty years. From that central hearth our
blood was mingled with the good true blood of New
England. Once my father told me that seventy-three
children were born in the house. Our family multiplied
until my grandfather’s time. My father was an only
child, and I was an only child. It was the sadness of my
father’s life. He was only sixty when he died, Alicia, and
I was his only child. When I was twenty-five and hadn’t
really begun to live, the old house was burnt down. I
don’t know what started the fire.’ He laid her hand down
on the arm of his chair as gently as though it were a weak
little animal. An ember had rolled out of the fireplace
and off the brick hearth. He pushed it back among the
other coals and then took up Alicia’s hand again. She
smiled faintly at the David on the mantelpiece.


‘There was a practice in ancient times,’ Richard continued.
His voice became soft and far away as though he
spoke from those ancient times. Later in life Alicia could
tell by the set of his head, by the tone of his voice and by
his expression when he was about to speak of ancient times.
For the Ancient Times of Herodotus, of Xenophon, of
Thucydides, were personal things to him. In the illiterate
West the stories of Herodotus were as new as though he
had invented them. He read the Persian War, the
Peloponnesian Wars and the Ten Thousand every year.
Now he stroked Alicia’s hand a little more firmly.


‘In ancient times when, through continued misfortunes,
the people of a city came to believe themselves under a
curse or even under the disfavour of some god, they put all
their movable possessions in ships and sailed away to
found a new city. They left their old city vacant and
open to anyone who wanted it.’


‘Will you hand me the statue, Richard?’ Alicia asked.
‘Sometimes I like to hold it in my hand.’


He jumped up and put the David in her lap.


‘Listen, Alicia! There were only two children in the
two generations before the house was burnt down. I put
my possessions in a ship and sailed westward to found a
new home. You must surely see that the home I lost
took a hundred and thirty years to build. I couldn’t replace
it. A new house on the old land would have been
painful to me. When I saw this valley, I knew it was the
place for the new family seat. And now the generations
are forming. I am very happy, Alicia.’


She reached over to squeeze his hand in gratitude that
she could make him happy.


‘Why,’ he said suddenly, ‘there was even an omen,
when I first came into the valley. I inquired of the gods
whether this was the place, and they answered. Isn’t that
good, Alicia? Shall I tell you about the omens and my
first night on the hill?’


‘Tell me tomorrow night,’ she said. ‘It will be better
if I go to bed now.’


He stood up and helped her to unfold the rug from about
her knees. Alicia leant rather heavily on his arm as he
helped her up the stairs. ‘There’s something mystic in
the house, Alicia, something marvellous. It’s the new
soul, the first native of the new race.’


‘He will look like the little statue,’ said Alicia.


When Richard had tucked in the bedclothes so that she
could not catch cold, he went back to the sitting-room. He
could hear children in the house. They ran with pattering
feet up and down the stairs, they dabbled in the ashes of
the fireplace. He heard their voices softly calling to one
another on the veranda. Before he went to bed, he put
the three great books on the top shelf of the bookcase.


The birth was a very severe one. When it was over,
and Alicia lay pale and exhausted in her bed, Richard
brought the little son and put him beside her. ‘Yes,’ she
said complacently, ‘he looks like the statue. I knew he
would, of course. And David will be his name, of course.’


The Monterey doctor came downstairs and sat with
Richard beside the fire. He puckered his brow gloomily
and rolled a masonic ring round and round on his third
finger. Richard opened a bottle of brandy and poured
out two little glassfuls.


‘I’m going to give this toast to my son, doctor.’


The doctor put his glass to his nose and sniffed like a
horse. ‘Damn fine liquor. You’d better drink it to your
wife.’


‘Of course.’ They drank. ‘And this next one to my
son.’


‘Drink this one to your wife, too.’


‘Why?’ Richard asked in surprise.


The doctor was almost dipping his nostrils in the glass.
‘Kind of a thank-offering. You were damn near a
widower.’


Richard dumped his brandy down his throat. ‘I didn’t
know. I thought—I didn’t know. I thought first ones
were always hard to bear.’


‘Give me another drink,’ the doctor demanded. ‘You
aren’t going to have any more children.’


Richard stopped in the act of pouring. ‘What do you
mean by that? Of course I’m going to have more children.’


‘Not by this wife, you aren’t. She’s finished. Have
another child and you won’t have any wife.’


Richard sat very still. The soft clattering of children
he had heard in the house for the past month was suddenly
stilled. He seemed to hear their secret feet stealing
out of the front door and down the steps.


The doctor’ laughed sourly. ‘Why don’t you get drunk
if that’s the way you feel about it?’


‘Oh no, no! I don’t think I could get drunk.’


‘Well, give me another drink before I go, anyway. It’s
going to be a cold drive home.’


Richard did not tell his wife she could not have children
until six months had passed. He wanted her to regain her
strength before he exposed her to the shock of the revelation.
When he finally did go to her, he felt the guilt of
his secret. She was holding her child in her lap, and
occasionally bending down to take one of his upstretched
fingers in her mouth. The child stared up with vague
eyes and smiled wetly while he waggled his straight
fingers for her to suck. The sun flooded in the window.
From a distance they could hear one of the hired men
cursing a harrow team with sing-song monotony. Alicia
lifted her head and frowned slightly. ‘It’s time he was
christened, don’t you think, Richard?’


‘Yes,’ he agreed. ‘I’ll make arrangements in Monterey.’


She struggled with a weighty consideration. ‘Do you
think it too late to change his name?’


‘No, it’s not too late. Why do you want to change it?
What do you want to call him?’


‘I want to have him called John. That’s a New Testament
name’—she looked up for his approval—‘and, besides,
it’s my father’s name. My father will be pleased.
Besides, I haven’t felt quite happy about calling him after
that statue, even if it is a statue of the boy David. It isn’t
as though the statue had clothes on——’


Richard did not try to follow this logic. Instead he
plunged into his confession. In a second it was over. He
had not realised it would take so little time. Alicia was
smiling a peculiar enigmatic smile that puzzled him. No
matter how well he became acquainted with her, this
smile, a little quizzical, a trifle sad, and filled with secret
wisdom, shut him out of her thoughts. She retired
behind the smile. It said, ‘How silly you are! I know
things which would make your knowledge seem ridiculous
if I chose to tell you.’ The child stretched up its yearning
fingers towards her face, and she flexed its fingers to and
fro. ‘Wait a little,’ she said. ‘Doctors don’t know everything.
Just wait a little, Richard. We will have other
children.’ She lifted the boy and danced him in her lap.


Richard went out and sat on his front steps. The house
behind him was teeming with life again, whereas a few
minutes ago it had been quiet and dead. There were
thousands of things to do. The box hedge which held the
garden in its place had not been clipped for six months.
Long ago he had laid out a square on the side yard for a
grass plot, and it lay waiting for the seed. There was no
place for drying linen yet. The banister of the front steps
was beside him. Richard put out his hand and stroked it
as though it were the arched neck of a horse.


The Whitesides became the first family of the Pastures
of Heaven almost as soon as they were settled. They
were educated, they had a fine farm, and, while not rich,
they were not pressed for money. Most important of all,
they lived in comfort, in a fine house. The house was the
symbol of the family—roomy, luxurious for that day,
warm, hospitable and white. Its size gave an impression
of substance, but it was the white paint, often renewed
and washed, that placed it over the other houses of the
valley as surely as a Rhine castle is placed over its village.
The families admired the white house, and also they felt
more secure because it was there. It embodied authority
and culture and judgment and manners. The neighbours
could tell by looking at his house that Richard
Whiteside was a gentleman who would do no mean or
cruel or unwise thing. They were proud of the house in
the same way tenants of land in a manor are proud of the
manor house. While some of the neighbours were richer
than Whiteside, they seemed to know they could not
build a house like that even though they imitated it
exactly. It was primarily because of his house that
Richard became the valley’s arbiter of manners, and, after
that, a kind of extra-legal judge over small disputes. The
reliance of his neighbours in turn bred in Richard a
paternal feeling towards the valley. As he grew older he
came to regard all the affairs of the valley as his affairs,
and the people were proud to have it so.


Five years passed before her intuition told Alicia that
she was ready to have another child. ‘I’ll get the doctor,’
Richard said when she told him. ‘The doctor will know
whether it’s safe or not.’


‘No, Richard. Doctors do not know. I tell you,
women know more about themselves than doctors do.’


Richard obeyed her, because he was afraid of what the
doctor would tell him. ‘It’s the grain of deity in women,’
he explained to himself. ‘Nature has planted this sure
knowledge in women in order that the race may increase.’


Everything went well for six months, and then a
devastating illness set in. When he was finally summoned,
the doctor was too furious to speak to Richard.
The confinement was a time of horror. Richard sat in
his sitting-room, gripping the arms of his chair and
listening to the weak screaming in the bedroom above.
His face was grey. After many hours the screaming
stopped. Richard was so fuddled with apprehension that
he did not even look up when the doctor came into the
room.


‘Get out the bottle,’ the doctor said wearily. ‘Let’s
drink a toast to you for a goddam fool.’


Richard did not look up or answer. For a moment the
doctor continued to scowl at him, and then he spoke more
gently. ‘Your wife isn’t dead, Heaven only knows why.
She’s gone through enough to kill a squad of soldiers.
These weak women! They have the vitality of monsters.
The baby is dead.’ Suddenly he wanted to punish
Richard for disregarding his orders. ‘There isn’t enough
left of the baby to bury.’ He turned and left the house
abruptly because he hated to be as sorry for anyone as he
was for Richard Whiteside.


Alicia was an invalid. Little John could not remember
when his mother had not been an invalid. All his life,
that he could remember, he had seen his father carry her
up and down stairs in his arms. Alicia did not speak very
often, but more and more the quizzical and wise smile was
in her eyes. And in spite of her weakness, she ordered the
house remarkably well. The rugged country girls, who
served in the house as a coveted preparation for their own
marriages, came for orders before every meal. Alicia,
from her bed or from her rocking-chair, planned everything.


Every night Richard carried her up to bed. When she
was lying against her white pillows, he drew up a chair
and sat by her bed for a little while, stroking the palm of
her hand until she grew sleepy. Every night she asked,
‘Are you content, Richard?’


‘I am content,’ he said. And then he told her about
the farm and about the people of the valley. It was a
kind of daily report of happenings. As he talked, the
smile came into her face and stayed there until her eyes
dropped, and he blew out the light. It was a ritual.


On John’s tenth birthday he was given a party. Children
from all over the valley came and wandered on tiptoe
through the big house, staring at the grandeur they had
heard about. Alicia was sitting on the veranda. ‘You
mustn’t be so quiet, children,’ she said. ‘Run about and
have a good time.’ But they could not run and shout in
the Whiteside house. They might as well have shouted in
church. When they had gone through all the rooms, they
could stand the strain no longer. The whole party
retired to the barn, from which their wild shrieks drifted
back to the veranda where Alicia sat smiling.


That night when she was in bed, she asked, ‘Are you
content, Richard?’


His face still glowed with the pleasure he had taken in
the party. ‘I am content,’ he said.


‘You must not worry about the children, Richard,’ she
continued. ‘Wait a little. Everything will be all right.’
This was her great, all-covering knowledge. ‘Wait a
little. No sorrow can survive the smothering of a little
time.’ And Richard knew that it was a greater knowledge
than his.


‘It isn’t long to wait,’ Alicia went on.


‘What isn’t?’


‘Why, think, John. He’s ten now. In ten years he
will be married, and then, don’t you see? Teach him
what you know. The family is safe, Richard.’


‘Of course I know. The house is safe. I’m going to
begin reading Herodotus to him, Alicia. He’s old
enough.’


‘I think Myrtle should clean all the spare bedrooms
tomorrow. They haven’t been aired for three months.’


John Whiteside always remembered how his father read
to him the three great authors, Herodotus, Thucydides,
Xenophon. The meerschaum pipe was reddish brown
by now, delicately and evenly coloured. ‘All history is
here,’ Richard said. ‘Everything mankind is capable of
is recorded in these three books. The love and chicanery,
the stupid dishonesty, the short-sightedness and bravery,
nobility and sadness of the race. You may judge the
future by these books, John, for nothing can happen
which has not happened and been recorded in these books.
Compared with these, the Bible is a very incomplete
record of an obscure people.’


And John remembered how his father felt about the
house—how it was a symbol of the family, a temple
built around the hearth.


John was in his last year in Harvard when his father suddenly
died of pneumonia. His mother wrote to him telling
him he must finish his course before he returned.
‘You would not be able to do anything that has not been
done,’ she wrote. ‘It was your father’s wish that you
finish.’


When he finally did go home, he found his mother a
very aged woman. She was completely bedridden by
now. John sat by her side and heard about his father’s
last days.


‘He told me to tell you one thing,’ Alicia said. ‘ “Make
John realise that he must keep us going. I want to survive
in the generations,” and very soon after that he became
delirious.’ John was looking out of the window at
the round hill behind the house. ‘Your father was delirious
for two days. In all that time he talked of children—nothing
but children. He heard them running up and
down stairs and felt them pulling at the quilt on his bed.
He wanted to take them up and hold them, John. Then
just before he died the dreams cleared away. He was
happy. He said, “I have seen the future. There will be
so many children. I am content, Alicia.” ’


John was leaning his head in his palms now. And then
his mother, who had never resisted anything, but had submitted
every problem to time, pulled herself up in the bed
and spoke harshly to him. ‘Get married!’ she cried. ‘I
want to see it. Get married—I want a strong woman who
can have children. I couldn’t have any after you. I
should have died if I could have had one more. Find a
wife quickly. I want to see her.’ She sank back in her
pillows, but her eyes were unhappy and the smile of
knowledge was not on her face.


John did not get married for six years. During that
time his mother shrivelled until she was a tiny skeleton
covered with bluish, almost transparent skin, and still
she held on to life. Her eyes followed her son reproachfully;
he felt ashamed when she looked at him. At length
a classmate of John’s came to the West to look about and
brought his sister with him. They stayed at the Whiteside
farm for a month, and at the end of that time John proposed
to Willa and was accepted. When he told his
mother, she demanded to be alone with the girl. Half an
hour later Willa emerged from the sick-room blushing
violently.


‘What’s the matter, dear?’ John asked.


‘Why, it’s nothing. It’s all right. Your mother asked
me a great many questions, and then she looked at me for
a long time.’


‘She’s so old,’ John explained. ‘Her mind is so old.’
He went into his mother’s room. The feverish frowning
look was gone from her face and instead there was the old
quizzical smile of knowledge.


‘It’s all right, John,’ she said. ‘I’d like to wait to see
the children, but I can’t. I’ve clung to life as long as I
can. I’m tired of it.’ It was almost possible to see the
tenacious will relax its grip on her body. In the night
she became unconscious, and three days later she died as
quietly and gently as though she had dozed.


John Whiteside did not think of the house exactly as his
father had. He loved it more. It was the outer shell of
his body. Just as his mind could leave his body and go
travelling off, so could he leave the house, but just as
surely he must come back to it. He renewed the white
paint every two years, planted the garden himself and
trimmed the box hedge. He did not occupy the powerful
place in the valley his father had. John was less stern,
less convinced of everything. Faced with an argument to
decide, he was too prone to find endless ramifications of
both sides. The big meerschaum pipe was very dark now,
almost a black in which there were red lights.


Willa Whiteside loved the valley from the beginning.
Alicia had been aloof and quiet, rather a frightening person.
The people of the valley seldom saw her, and when
they did, she treated them gently and kindly, was generous
and careful of their feelings. She made them feel like
peasants calling at the castle.


Willa liked to make calls on the women of the valley.
She liked to sit in their kitchens drinking harsh tea and
talking of the innumerable important things that bear on
housekeeping. She grew to be an extensive trader of
recipes. When she went to make a call, she carried a little
note-book in which to write confided formulæ. Her
neighbours called her ‘Willa’ and often came in the morning
to drink tea in her kitchen. Perhaps it was partly her
influence that caused John to become gregarious. He lost
the power his father had held through aloofness. John
liked his neighbours. On warm summer afternoons he
sat in his canvas chair on the veranda and entertained
such men as could get away from work. There were
political caucuses on the veranda, little meetings over
glasses of lemonade. The social and political structure
of the whole valley was built in this porch, and always it
was built amusingly. John looked at the life about him
with a kind of amused irony, and, due to his outlook, there
ceased to exist in the valley any of the ferocious politics
and violent religious opinions which usually poison rural
districts. When, during the discussions among the men,
some local or national climax or calamity was spoken of,
John liked to bring out the three great books and to read
aloud of some parallel situation in the ancient world.
He had as great a love for the ancients as his father had.


There were the Sunday dinners with a neighbouring
couple and perhaps an itinerant minister as guests. The
women helped in the kitchen until the midday dinner was
ready. At the table the minister felt the pitiless fire of his
mission slipping away in the air of gentle tolerance, until,
when the dessert was brought in and the cider drunk, a
fiery Baptist had been known to laugh heartily at a bit of
quiet ridicule aimed at total immersion.


John enjoyed these things deeply, but his sitting-room
was the centre of his existence. The leather chairs, whose
hollows and bumps were casts of comfortable anatomy,
were pieces of him. On the wall were the pictures he had
grown up with, steel engravings of deer and Swiss Alpine
climbers and of mountain goats. The pictures were so
closely bound up with his life that he no longer saw them,
but the loss of any article would have been as painful as
an amputation. In the evening his greatest pleasure
came. A little fire was burning in the red brick fireplace.
John sat in his chair caressing the big meerschaum. Now
and then to oil it he stroked the polished bowl along the
side of his nose. He was reading the Georgics or perhaps
Varro on farming. Willa, under her own lamp, pursed
her lips tightly while she embroidered doilies with floral
designs as Christmas presents for eastern relatives who
sent doilies to her.


John closed his book and went over to his desk. The
roll-top always stuck and required pampering. It gave
suddenly and went clattering up. Willa unpursed her
mouth. The look of intense agony she wore when she
was doing a thing carefully left her face.


‘What in the world are you doing?’


‘Oh! Just seeing about some things.’


For an hour he worked behind the desk, then—‘Listen
to this, Willa.’


She relaxed again. ‘I thought so—poetry.’


He read his verses and waited apologetically. Willa,
with tact, kept silence. The silence lengthened until it
was no longer tactful. ‘I expect it isn’t very good.’ He
laughed ruefully.


‘No, it isn’t.’


He crumpled the paper and threw it into the fire. ‘For
a few minutes I thought it was going to be good.’


‘What had you been reading, John?’


‘Well, I was just looking through my Virgil and I
thought I’d try my hand at a verse, because I didn’t want
to—oh, well, it’s almost impossible to read a fine thing
without wanting to do a fine thing. No matter.’ He
rolled down the desk cover and picked a new book from
the bookcase.


The sitting-room was his home. Here he was complete,
perfect and happy. Under the lamps every last
scattered particle of him was gathered together into a
definite, boundaried entity.


Most lives extend in a curve. There is a rise of
ambition, a rounded peak of maturity, a gentle downward
slope of disillusion, and last a flattened grade of waiting
for death. John Whiteside lived in a straight line. He
was ambitionless; his farm not only made him a good
living, but paid enough so that he could hire men to work
it for him. He wanted nothing beyond what he had or
could easily procure. He was one of the few men who
could savour a moment while he held it. And he knew it
was a good life he was leading, a uniquely good life.


Only one need entered his existence. He had no
children. The hunger for children was almost as strong
in him as it had been in his father. Willa did not have
children, although she wanted them as badly as he did.
The subject embarrassed them, and they never spoke of it.


In the eighth year of their marriage, through some
accident, mortal or divine, Willa conceived, went through
a painless, normal period of pregnancy, and was delivered
of a healthy child.


The accident never occurred again, but both Willa and
John were thankful, almost devoutly thankful. The
strong desire for self-perpetuation which had been more
or less dormant in John rose up to the surface. For a few
years he ripped the land with the plough, scratched it
with the harrow and flogged it with the roller. Where
he had been only a friend to the farm, the awakening duty
to the generations changed him to a master. He plunged
the seeds into the earth and waited covetously for the
green crops to appear.


Willa did not change as her husband did. She took the
boy William as a matter of course, called him Bill and
refused to worship him. John saw his father in the boy
although no one else did.


‘Do you think he is bright?’ John asked his wife.
‘You’re with him more than I am. Do you think he has
any intelligence?’


‘Just so-so. Just normal.’


‘He seems to develop so slowly,’ John said impatiently.
‘I want the time to come when he’ll begin to understand
things.’


On Bill’s tenth birthday John opened his thick Herodotus
and began to read to him. Bill sat on the floor,
blankly regarding his father. Every night John read a
few pages from the book. After about a week of it, he
looked up from his book one evening and saw that Willa
was laughing at him.


‘What’s the matter?’ he demanded.


‘Look under your chair.’


He leant down and saw that Bill had constructed a
house of matches. The child was so absorbed in the work
that he was not aware the reading had stopped. ‘Hasn’t
he been listening at all?’


‘Not a word. He hasn’t heard a word since the first
night when he lost interest in the second paragraph.’


John closed the book and put it in the bookcase. He
did not want to show how badly he was wounded.
‘Probably he’s not old enough. I’ll wait a year and then
try him again.’


‘He won’t ever like it, John. He isn’t built like you or
like your father.’


‘What is he interested in, then?’ John asked in dismay.


‘Just the things the other boys in the valley like, guns
and horses and cows and dogs. He has escaped you, John,
and I don’t think you can ever catch him.’


‘Tell me the truth, Willa. Is he—stupid?’


‘No,’ she said consideringly. ‘No, he’s not stupid. In
some ways he’s harder and brighter than you are. He
isn’t your kind, John, and you might just as well know it
now as later.’


John Whiteside felt his interest in the land lapsing. The
land was safe; Bill would farm it some day. The house
was safe, too. Bill was not stupid. From the first he
seemed to have a good deal of mechanical interest and
ability. He made little wagons, and, as Christmas presents,
demanded toy steam-engines. John noticed another
difference about the boy, a side that was strange to the
Whiteside family. He was not only very secretive, but
sharp in a business sense. He sold his possessions to other
boys, and, when they were tired of them, bought them
back at a lower price. Little gifts of money multiplied
in his hands in mysterious ways. It was a long time before
John would admit to himself that he could not communicate
with his son. When he gave Bill a heifer, and
Bill immediately traded it for a litter of pigs which he
raised and sold, John laughed at himself.


‘He is certainly brighter than I am,’ he told Willa.
‘Once my father gave me a heifer, and I kept her until she
died of old age. Bill is a throwback of some kind, to a
pirate, maybe. His children will probably be Whitesides.
It’s a powerful blood. I wish he weren’t so
secret about everything he does, though.’





John’s leather chair and his black meerschaum and his
books reclaimed him again from the farm. He was
elected clerk of the school board. Again the farmers
gathered in his house to talk. John’s hair was turning
white, and his influence in the valley was growing stronger
as his age came upon him.


The house of Whiteside was John’s personality solidified.
When the people of the valley thought of him, it was never
of the man alone in a field, or in a wagon, or at the store.
A mental picture of him was incomplete unless it included
his house. He was sitting in his leather chair, smiling at
his thick books, or reclining in one of the porch chairs on
his wide, gracious veranda, or, with little shears and a
basket snipping flowers in the garden, or at the head of his
own table carving a joint with artistry and care.


In the West, where, if two generations of one family have
lived in a house, it is an old house and a pioneer family, a
kind of veneration mixed with contempt is felt for old
houses. There are very few old houses in the West.
Those restless Americans who have settled on the land
have never been able to stay in one place for very long.
They build flimsy houses and soon move on to some new
promise. Old houses are almost invariably cold and
ugly.


When Bert Munroe moved his family to the Battle farm
in the Pastures of Heaven, he was not long in understanding
the position John Whiteside held. As soon as he
could, he joined the men who gathered on the Whiteside
veranda. His farm adjoined the Whiteside land. Soon
after his arrival, Bert was elected to the school board, and
then he was brought into official contact with John. One
night at a board meeting John quoted some lines from
Thucydides. Bert waited until the other members had
gone home.


‘I wanted to ask you about that book you were talking
about tonight, Mr. Whiteside.’


‘You mean the Peloponnesian Wars?’ He brought the
book and laid it in Bert’s hands.


‘I thought I’d like to read it, if you wouldn’t mind
lending it to me.’


For a second John hesitated. ‘Of course—take it with
you. It was my father’s book. When you’ve finished it,
I have some others you might like to read.’


From this incident a certain intimacy sprang up between
the two families. They exchanged dinners and
made little calls on each other. Bert felt at liberty to
borrow tools from John.


One evening when the Munroes had been in the valley
for a year and a half, Bill walked stiffly into the Whiteside
sitting-room and confronted his parents. In his nervousness
he was harsh. ‘I’m going to get married,’ he said.
His manner made it seem like bad news.


‘What’s this?’ John cried. ‘Why haven’t you told us
anything about it? Who is it?’


‘Mae Munroe.’


Suddenly John realised that this was good news, not a
confession of a crime. ‘Why—why, that’s good! I’m
glad. She’s a fine girl—isn’t she, Willa?’ His wife
avoided his eyes. She had been calling on the Munroes
that morning.


Bill was planted stolidly in the middle of the room.
‘When are you going to do it?’ Willa asked. John
thought her tone almost unfriendly.


‘Pretty soon now. Just as soon as we get the house
finished in Monterey.’


John got up out of his chair, took the black meerschaum
from the mantelpiece and lighted it. Then he returned to
his chair. ‘You’ve been very quiet about it,’ he observed
steadily. ‘Why didn’t you tell us?’ Bill said nothing.
‘You say you’re going to live in Monterey. Do you mean
you aren’t going to bring your wife here to live? Aren’t
you going to live in this house and farm this land?’
Bill shook his head. ‘Are you ashamed of something,
Bill?’


‘No, sir,’ Bill said. ‘I’m not ashamed of anything. I
never did like to talk about my affairs.’


‘Don’t you think it’s our affair too, Bill?’ John asked
bitterly. ‘You are our family. Your children will be our
grandchildren.’


‘Mae was brought up in town,’ Bill broke in. ‘All of
her friends live in Monterey, you know—friends she went
to high school with. She doesn’t like it out here where
there’s nothing doing.’


‘I see.’


‘So when she said she wanted to live in town I bought
a partnership in the Ford agency. I always wanted to get
into business.’


John nodded slowly. His first anger was giving way
now. ‘Don’t you think she might consent to live in this
house, Bill? We have so much room. We can alter any
part she wants changed.’


‘But she doesn’t like it in the country. All her friends
are in Monterey.’


Willa’s mouth was set grimly. ‘Look at your father,
Bill!’ she ordered.


John jerked his head upright and smiled gravely. ‘Well,
I guess that will be all right. Have you plenty of
money?’


‘Oh, sure! Plenty. And look here, Father. We’re
getting a pretty big house, pretty big for two, that is.
We’ve talked about it, and we thought maybe you and
Mother would like to come to live with us.’


John continued to smile with courteous gravity. ‘And
then what would become of the house and the farm?’


‘Well, we’ve talked about that, too. You could sell the
place and get enough for it to live all your lives in town.
I could sell this place for you in a week.’


John sighed and sank back against the cushions of his
chair.


Willa said, ‘Bill, if I thought you would squeal, I’d beat
you with a stick.’


John lit his pipe and tamped the tobacco down in it.
‘You can’t go away for long,’ he said gently. ‘Some day
you’ll get a home-sickness you can’t resist. This place is
in your blood. When you have children you’ll know that
they can’t grow up anywhere but here. You can go
away for a little while, but you can’t stay away. While
you’re in town, Bill, we’ll just wait here and keep the
house painted and the garden trimmed. You’ll come
back. Your children will play in the barn. We’ll wait
for that. My father died dreaming of children.’ He
smiled sheepishly. ‘I’d almost forgotten that.’


‘I could beat him with a stick,’ Willa muttered.


Bill left the room in embarrassment. ‘He’ll come
back,’ John repeated, after he had gone.


‘Of course,’ his wife agreed grimly.


His head jerked up and he glanced at her suspiciously.
‘You really think that, don’t you, Willa? You’re not just
saying it to please me? That would make me feel old.’


‘Of course I think it. Do you think I’m wasting my
breath?’


Bill was married in the late summer, and immediately
afterwards moved to his new stucco house in Monterey.
In the autumn John Whiteside grew restless again, just as
he had done before Bill was born. He painted the house,
although it did not need it very badly. He mercilessly
trimmed the shrubs in the garden.


‘The land isn’t producing enough,’ he told Bert Munroe.
‘I’ve let it go for a long time. I could be raising a
lot more on it than I am.’


‘Yes,’ said Bert. ‘None of us makes our land produce
enough. I’ve always wondered why you didn’t have a
flock of sheep. Seems to me your hills would carry quite
a flock.’


‘We used to have a flock in my father’s time. That
seems a long time ago. But, as I tell you, I’ve let the
place go. The brush has got thick.’


‘Burn it off,’ said Bert. ‘If you burn that brush this
fall, you’ll get fine pasture next spring.’


‘That’s a good idea. The brush comes down pretty
close to the house, though. I’ll have to get a good deal of
help.’


‘Well, I’ll help you, and I’ll bring Jimmie. You have
two men, and, counting yourself, that’ll be five. If we
start in the morning when there’s no wind, and wait for a
little rain first, there won’t be any danger.’


The autumn set in early. By October the willows along
the creeks of the Pastures of Heaven were yellow as flames.
Almost out of sight in the air, great squadrons of ducks
flew southward, and in the barnyard the tame mallards
flapped their wings and stretched their necks and honked
yearningly. The blackbirds wheeled over the fields,
uniting under a leader. There was a little early frost in
the air. John Whiteside fretted against the winter. All
day he worked in the orchard, helping to prune the trees.


One night he awakened to hear a light rain whispering
on the slates and plashing softly in the garden.


‘Are you awake, Willa?’ he asked quietly.


‘Of course.’


‘It’s the first rain. I wanted you to hear it.’


‘I was awake when it started,’ she said complacently.
‘You missed the best part of it, the gusty part. You were
snoring.’


‘Well, it won’t last long. It’s just a little first rain to
wash off the dust.’


In the morning the sun shone through an atmosphere
glistening with water. There was a crystalline quality in
the sunlight. Breakfast was just over when Bert Munroe
and his son Jimmie tramped up the back steps and into
the kitchen.


‘ ’Morning, Mrs. Whiteside! ’Morning, John! I
thought it was a good time to burn off that brush today.
It was a nice little rain we had last night.’


‘That’s a good idea. Sit down and have a cup of
coffee.’


‘We just got up from breakfast, John. Couldn’t
swallow another thing.’


‘You, Jimmie! Cup of coffee?’


‘Couldn’t swallow another thing,’ said Jimmie.


‘Well, then, let’s get started before the grass dries out.’


John went into the large basement, which was entered
by a sloping door beside the kitchen steps. In a moment
he brought out a can of kerosene. When the two hired
men had come in from the orchard, John provided all the
men with wet gunny sacks.


‘No wind,’ said Bert. ‘This is a good time for it. Start
it right here, John. We’ll stay between the fire and the
house until we get a big strip burnt off. It don’t pay to
take chances.’


John plunged a kerosene torch into the thick brush and
drew a line of fire along its edge. The brush crackled and
snapped fiercely. The flame ran along the ground among
the resinous stems. Slowly the men worked along behind
the fire, up the sharp little hill.


‘That’s about enough here,’ Bert called. ‘There’s
plenty of distance from the house now. I think two of us
had better fire it from the upper side now.’ He started
walking up round the brush patch, followed by Jimmie.
At that moment a little autumn whirlwind danced down
the hill, twisting and careering as it came. It made a
coquettish dash into the fire, picked up sparks and embers
and flung them against the white house. Then, as
though tired of the game, the little column of air collapsed.
Bert and Jimmie were running back. The five men
searched the ground and stamped out every spark. ‘It’s
lucky we saw that,’ said John. ‘Silly little thing like that
might burn the house down.’


Bert and Jimmie circled the patch and fired it from the
upper side. John and his two men worked up the hill,
keeping between the flames and the house. The air was
dense and blue with smoke. In a quarter of an hour the
brush patch was nearly burnt off.


Suddenly they heard a scream from the direction of the
house. The house itself was barely visible through the
smoke from the burning brush. All five of the men turned
about and broke into a run. As the smoke grew thinner,
they could see a thick, grey eddy gushing from one of the
upper windows.


Willa was running distractedly towards them over the
burnt ground. John stopped when he came to her.


‘I heard a noise in the basement,’ she cried. ‘I opened
the door in the kitchen that leads to the basement, and
the fire just swooped past me. It’s all over the house
now.’


Bert and Jimmie charged up to them. ‘Are the hoses
by the water-tower?’ Bert shouted.


John tore his gaze from the burning house. ‘I don’t
know,’ he said uncertainly.


Bert took him by the arm. ‘Come on! What are you
waiting for? We can save some of it. We can get some
of the furniture out, anyway.’


John disengaged his arm and started to saunter down
the hill towards the house. ‘I don’t think I want to save
any of it,’ he said.


‘You’re crazy,’ Bert cried. He ran on and plunged
about the water-tower, looking for the hoses.


Now the smoke and flames were pouring from the
window. From inside the house came a noise of furious
commotion; the old building was fighting for its life.


One of the hired men walked up beside John. ‘If only
that window was closed, we’d have a chance,’ he said in a
tone of apology. ‘It’s so dry, that house. And it’s got a
draught like a chimbley.’


John walked to the wood pile and sat down. Willa
looked at his face for a moment and then stood quietly
beside him. The outside walls were smoking now, and
the house roared with the noise of a great wind.


Then a very strange and a very cruel thing happened.
The side wall fell outwards like a stage set, and there,
twelve feet above the ground, was the sitting-room untouched
as yet by the fire. As they watched, the long
tongues lashed into the room. The leather chairs shivered
and shrank like live things from the heat. The glass on
the pictures shattered and the still engravings shrivelled
to black rags. They could see the big black meerschaum
pipe hanging over the mantelpiece. Then the flames
covered the square of the room and blotted it out. The
heavy slate roof crashed down, crushing walls and floors
under its weight, and the house became a huge bonfire
without shape.


Bert had come back and was standing helplessly beside
John. ‘It must have been that whirlwind,’ he explained.
‘A spark must have gone down the cellar and got into the
coal oil. Yes, sir, it must have been that coal oil.’


John looked up at him and smiled with a kind of
horrified amusement. ‘Yes, sir, it must have been that
coal oil,’ he echoed.


The fire burnt smoothly now that its victory was gained;
a field of growing flame rose high in the air. It no longer
resembled a house at all. John Whiteside stood up from
the wood pile and straightened his shoulders and sighed.
His eyes rested for a moment on a place in the flames
twelve feet from the ground where the sitting-room had
been. ‘Well, that’s over,’ he said. ‘And I think I know
how a soul feels when it sees its body buried in the ground
and lost. Let’s go to your house, Bert. I want to telephone
Bill. He will probably have a room for us.’


‘Why don’t you stay with us? We have plenty of
room.’


‘No, we’ll go to Bill.’ John looked round once more at
the burning pile. Willa put out her hand to take his arm,
but withdrew it before she had touched him. He saw the
gesture and smiled at her. ‘I wish I could have saved my
pipe,’ he said.


‘Yes, sir,’ Bert broke in effusively. ‘That was the best
coloured meerschaum I ever saw. They have pipes in
museums that aren’t coloured any better than that.
That pipe must have been smoked a long time.’


‘It was,’ John agreed. ‘A very long time. And, you
know, it had a good taste, too.’



Chapter Twelve


At two o’clock in the afternoon the sightseeing bus left
its station in Monterey for a tour of the peninsula.
As it moved along over the roads of the Seventeen
Mile Drive, the travellers peered out at the spectacular
houses of very rich people. The sightseers felt a little shy
as they looked out of the dusty windows, a little like eavesdroppers,
but privileged, too. The bus crawled through
the town of Carmel and over a hill to the brown Mission
Carmelo with its crooked dome, and there the young
driver pulled to the side of the road and put his feet on the
dashboard while his passengers were led through the dark
old church.


When they returned to their seats some of the
barriers travelling people build about themselves were
down.


‘Did you hear?’ said the prosperous man. ‘The guide
said the church is built like a ship with a stone keel and
hull deep in the ground under it? That’s for the earthquakes—like
a ship in a storm, you see. But it wouldn’t
work.’


A young priest with a clean rosy face and a pride in his
new serge cassock answered from two seats behind: ‘But
it has worked. There have been earthquakes, and the
mission still stands; built of mud and it still stands.’


An old man broke in, an old and healthy man with eager
eyes. ‘Funny things happen,’ he said. ‘I lost my wife
last year. Been married over fifty years.’ He looked
smilingly about for some comment, and forgot the funny
things that happen.


A honeymooning couple sat arm in arm. The girl
squeezed tightly. ‘Ask the driver where we’re going
now.’


The bus moved slowly on up the Carmel Valley—past
orchards and past fields of artichokes, and past a red cliff,
veined with green creepers. The afternoon was waning
now, and the sun sank towards the seaward mouth of the
valley. The road left the Carmel River and climbed up a
hillside until it ran along the top of a narrow ridge. Here
the driver swung his bus sharply to the roadside and
backed and pulled ahead four times before he had faced
round. Then he shut off the motor and turned to his
passengers. ‘This is as far as we go, folks. I always like
to stretch my legs before we start back. Maybe some of
you folks would like to get out and walk around.’


They climbed stiffly from their seats and stood on the
ridge peak and looked down into the Pastures of Heaven.
And the air was as golden gauze in the last of the sun.
The land below them was plotted in squares of green
orchard trees and in squares of yellow grain and in squares
of violet earth. From the sturdy farmhouses, set in their
gardens, the smoke of the evening fires drifted upwards
until the hill breeze swept it cleanly off. Cowbells were
softly clashing in the valley; a dog barked so far away that
the sound rose up to the travellers in sharp little whispers.
Directly below the ridge a flock of sheep had gathered
under an oak tree against the night.


‘It’s called Las Pasturas del Cielo,’ the driver said.
‘They raise good vegetables there—good berries and fruit
earlier here than any other place. The name means
Pastures of Heaven.’


The passengers gazed into the valley.


The successful man cleared his throat. His voice had a
tone of prophecy: ‘If I have any vision, I tell you this:
some day there’ll be big houses in that valley, stone houses
and gardens, golf links and big gates and iron work. Rich
men will live there—men who are tired of working away in
town, men who have made their pile and want a quiet
place to settle down to rest and enjoy themselves. If I had
the money, I’d buy the whole thing. I’d hold on to it,
and some time I’d subdivide it.’ He paused and made a
little gathering gesture with his hands. ‘Yes, and by
God I’d live there myself!’


His wife said: ‘Sh!’ He looked guiltily round and saw
that no one was listening to him.


The purple hill shadow was creeping out towards the
centre of the valley; somewhere below a pig screamed
angrily. The young man raised his eyes from the land
and smiled a confession to his new wife, and she smiled
firmly and reprovingly back at him. His smile had said:
‘I almost let myself think of it. It would be nice—but I
can’t, of course.’


And hers had answered: ‘No, of course you can’t!
There’s ambition to think of, and all our friends expect
things of us. There’s your name to make, so that I can
be proud of you. You can’t run away from responsibility
and cover your head in a place like this. But it
would be nice.’ And both smiles softened and remained
in their eyes.


The young priest strolled away by himself. He
whispered a prayer, but practice had taught him to pray
and to think about something else. ‘There might be a
little church down there,’ he thought. ‘No poverty there,
no smells, no trouble. My people might confess small
wholesome sins that fly off with the penance of a few Hail
Marys. It would be quiet there; nothing dirty nor
violent would ever happen there to make me sorry or
doubtful or ashamed. The people in those houses there
would love me. They would call me Father, and I’d be
just with them when it was kindly to be just.’ He
frowned and punished the thought. ‘I am not a good
priest, I’ll scourge myself with the poor, with the smell of
them and with their fighting. I can’t run from the
tragedies of God.’ And he thought, ‘Perhaps I’ll come
to a place like this when I am dead.’


The old man stared into the valley with his eager eyes,
and in his deafened ears the silence surged like a little
wind blowing in a cypress tree. The further hills were
blurred to him, but he could see the golden light and the
purple dark. His breathing choked and tears came into
his eyes. He beat his hands helplessly against his hips.
‘I’ve never had time to think. I’ve been too busy with
troubles ever to think anything out. If I could go down
there and live down there for a little—why, I’d think over
all the things that ever happened to me, and maybe I
could make something out of them, something all in one
piece that had a meaning, instead of all these trailing ends,
these raw and dragging tails. Nothing would bother me
down there, and I could think.’


The bus driver dropped his cigarette in the road and
stamped it into the ground. ‘Come on, folks,’ he called.
‘We ought to be getting along.’ He helped them in and
shut the doors on them, but they crowded close to the
windows and looked down into the Pastures of Heaven,
where the air lay blue like a lake now, and the farms were
submerged in the quiet.


‘You know,’ the driver said, ‘I always think it would
be nice to have a little place down there. A man could
keep a cow and a few pigs and a dog or two. A man
could raise enough to eat on a little farm.’ He kicked the
starter and the motor roared for a moment before he
throttled it down. ‘I guess it sounds kind of funny to you
folks, but I always like to look down there and think how
quiet and easy a man could live in a little place.’ He
thrust the gear lever; the car gathered speed and swept
down the gradient towards the long Carmel Valley and
towards the sun where it was setting in the ocean at the
Valley’s mouth.


THE END
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