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11. Handshakes But No Hugs and Kisses
12. The Treading of Lesser Cattle
Only me and Criswall know the whole story behind the District firing Quin last fall. Far as I’m concerned, with fifty-eight days until my retirement plaque and full county benefits, that’s the way it’s going to stay. Quin’s gone—just moved to Billings—and with all the snow this winter, nobody wants to bring up the drought or Darl Sebright’s five acres of dead beans anyway.
Except maybe Vanderfisk. Caught me off guard, him calling me at home like that on a Sunday night. Mill Vanderfisk is a big man around Balford—stake president and irrigation commissioner both. And it was no secretary on the phone. It was Millard P. himself. “Eb, can you spare a few minutes next Thursday night?” He wants to see me, in his office at the stake center. Do you know how long it’s been since I stepped foot in a Mormon church building?
I’m not what you’d call an active member, which Criswall the vice-commissioner never lets me forget. “Finally got your fill of snake oil, Eb?” It’s not a joke, either. I’m not sure what religion he goes by, but whatever it is, the main doctrine must be to save the world from Mormons. Ravening wolves in fleecy wool. I heard him say that one time, though nowhere close to Vanderfisk. No, around Mill Vanderfisk, he’s the picture of get-along Christian brotherhood.
But something tells me this meeting with Vanderfisk isn’t about church. I heard Quin came back to talk to him the other day, and this was quite a while after he got the new ditch riding job in Billings, thanks to Mill Vanderfisk and his many connections. The point is, he was well past needing a reference. Who knows what he might have said? And why Mill Vanderfisk is worried about talking at work, I don’t know either—unless he doesn’t want Criswall to see us. But see what? There’s nothing so unusual about the big boss—not this one—sticking his head in the shop to say how goes it to the one ditch rider they keep on winter payroll. Somebody’s got to service the fleet and sweep a clean floor.
After him and Quin talked, Vanderfisk’s bound to know there’s more to the story than he thought. And after last fall, he’d probably like to hear it firsthand, and make sure the newspaper doesn’t. Truth is, some days I wish I could tell somebody. It’s been a long time since I talked to a bishop or stake president one on one. But no matter what Quin might have said, nobody needs to worry about me talking to the paper. With fifty-eight days left? No, come April, I’m through with cracked head gates and dead beans and all the rest. Just give me a fishing pole and a tall, cold one, and I’ll ride into the sunset, no questions asked.
The stakes are maybe higher for a commissioner and vice-commissioner, at least in their way of thinking. Vanderfisk’s contract is up this summer. Depending on a lot of things—a full reservoir won’t hurt—the Board may or may not offer him another five years. And if they do, will he take it? If he doesn’t, they’ll likely pick a replacement on his recommendation. So neither guy can afford a fight right now. Believe me, it doesn’t take much to start one around here. Ralston and Garland aren’t pioneer Mormon towns like Balford, but they are part of the same irrigation district. With a Mormon in charge of the water in a dry year, you can see the problem.
Who else knows anything? Just Darl and those two kids on the District’s weed crew. The older one, the one driving the spraying rig—he’s gone off to college somewhere—he claimed it was an honest mistake. And after everything that went on last summer, everybody was more than glad to let it go at that. But maybe now, sitting by his fireplace on a stormy night, Mill Vanderfisk gets to wondering why that kid really flushed his tank right where he did and why the District got off so easy, why Darl Sebright didn’t ask for what those five acres were worth. That’s when Vanderfisk asks can I spare a few minutes next Thursday night.
If I was going to say anything to anybody, I’d say Quin dug his own grave. And I’d say that even if he was of my religion. He had a good dozen years in—was halfway to retirement benefits himself, which are pretty darned good for ditch riding—so allotments were nothing new to him. If the allotment doesn’t stretch in a dry year, who can you blame? We’re not rainmakers. That’s one place I agree with Criswall.
It was dry. We’d had almost zero snowpack in the Absarokas and no runoff to speak of up North- or Southfork, either one. And no rain for planting anything. The main canal and all the laterals coming off it were brim-full the end of April, almost a month earlier than usual, draining a reservoir that didn’t have it to spare. The paper kept quoting Vanderfisk. All spring he urged everybody to stay calm and keep a positive attitude. He said with foresight and prudence, everybody could get through the crisis together.
Quin said foresight and prudence had nothing to do with this valley’s water problems. He said it was way worse than anybody wanted to admit, especially on his line. He was in charge of a lateral just below Balford, dug in the old days with teams and slip-shovels and lots of faith. In sacrament meeting, Mormons still tell the story of Prayer Rock. After all kinds of dynamite and trying to go around it, it one day split in a lightning storm, right down the middle, right where the surveyors said the channel had to go. There’s a lot of people swear by it. Nowadays, this lateral loops around to catch maybe half a dozen smaller Mormon farmers, then ties back into the main canal. Not so far downstream, that canal feeds some pretty big farmers—who, by the way, are not Mormon. You get the picture.
If they’d had their way, the big boys would have shut down the Balford Loop altogether. They say the water rights claimed way back when by the Mormon homesteaders were never properly recorded. Even in a good year, the big boys complain the Loop gets more water than it’s due just because of where the farmers over there go to church. Everybody thinks that’s why the District put Quin on that line in the first place—he had no stake in the matter. No religious stake, maybe. But it sure wound up mattering to him for some reason, which I don’t think anybody figured on.
Everybody knew it was bad when Vanderfisk called a meeting early last June for all water users. They brought in folding chairs, set them up on my clean floor in the District shop, had a couple a big fans for the heat, a portable podium and microphone, the whole bit. Just before the meeting, Vanderfisk talked to the ditch riders in the board room. With the Board’s approval, he and Criswall had decided on some policies in light of the drought. Vanderfisk said if everything was made clear, if we were positive and supportive, we wouldn’t have any problems. “We want to be fair and aboveboard about this.” That’s how he put it.
Of course Criswall pipes up, like he always does. When they’re together in any kind of meeting, you get the feeling he doesn’t think Vanderfisk has put enough spine into whatever he’s said. So Criswall takes it on himself to clarify: “Every land owner gets so many acre-feet, according to his water right, and when it’s gone, it’s gone.”
Quin’s the only one of us said anything. And anything he said was going to rub Criswall wrong. They don’t much care for each other. Criswall tried one time to get him to take his side against Mormons, and Quin didn’t bite. He said he’d fry in hell before he joined the Mormon church, thought their doctrine was the biggest pile of hooey he’d ever heard, but Mormon farmers had as much right to water as anybody.
At the meeting he naturally wanted to know about the Balford Loop. Would it be guaranteed enough acre-feet to cover the farmers over there? The place went dead quiet. Ditch riders are a pretty loyal bunch. A lot of them felt the same way the downstream farmers felt toward the Balford water rights. But what could they say with Mill Vanderfisk standing there? Me, I work a lateral that feeds all kinds. Just tell me which head gate to open or shut, and I’ll do it. With fifty-eight days left, I keep my loyalties to myself.
Vanderfisk was patient with Quin’s question. For a man with his kind of clout, he’s a nice guy and pretty well liked. The Board would never have hired him otherwise, let alone keep him on for ten years. He said conservation was the one thing would save us in a dry year. And prayer. He said it in such a way that everybody smiled or laughed. Everybody knows he’s religious and got some political power around here, but he gets along okay with regular guys, too.
Quin wouldn’t let it go. He says, “If the Loop gets less water, everybody else gets the same amount of less?”
“We’re going to be as fair as we can about it. We don’t want any panic.”
The whole time, Criswall keeps checking his watch. Finally he asks Vanderfisk should they mention the padlocks. Vanderfisk tried to keep up the lighter mood. He says, “I didn’t line up any riot police, Tom.”
We all laughed at that, too. Except Quin. He said we’d never actually locked anybody’s gate before. Criswall said other summers maybe not. He says, “But you got to get used to the idea this one is different.”
Then Vanderfisk says, “Any way I say it, it’s going to sound bad. I’m in a no-win situation here.”
“Sooner or later they got to know the policy. No exceptions.” That was Criswall putting plenty of spine in his last word on the subject.
Mill Vanderfisk was nodding his Vanderfisk nod. By that I mean if you’re around him much, you know that’s his polite way of saying no. He says, “No need to make anybody sore today, so let’s hold off with this padlock thing.”
Right then, if Quin had just kept his mouth shut, he would’ve been okay. But, no, he had to get in his two cents’ worth. He comes right out and says he’s still waiting for a straight answer. Then Vice-Commissioner Criswall, who wants to be Head Commissioner Criswall so bad he can taste it, he says, “I don’t appreciate your tone, mister.” That’s when Vanderfisk puts up both hands, like to stop them if they go at each other, and he promises Quin they’re going to do the best they can. And just from the way he says it, we all know the meeting’s over.
That’s all you can do is the best you can—when you got no real say in the matter. Quin used to be the golden boy. Even Criswall liked him, until he wouldn’t take sides against the Mormons. He was a hero even. Four or five years back, a car blows a tire on the highway, plows into the main canal. Lucky for the driver, Quin sees it and knows how to swim. The paper took a picture of everybody, quoted Vanderfisk saying how glad he was nobody got hurt and what an outstanding employee Quin was.
Truth be known, the farmers over on the Loop liked him better than anybody they’d ever had, including a few duds of their own faith. He always opened their head gates on time, and he kept his trash traps clean, which is no easy job out there. The Loop’s got some of the last cement head gate boxes and open-ditch laterals in the valley. So he’s still fighting the same stuff we all used to fight—weeds, moss, driftwood, road trash, and such. Sometimes a gunnysack full of rocks and dead pups or kittens. Quin said he’d like to get his hands on the low-life who could do something like that. None of that will be a problem anymore when the District gets around to laying pipe out there like they have everywhere else. Quin thinks they’re dragging their feet on purpose, doing everybody else first. But they couldn’t very well start with the Loop, could they? Their phone would have rung off the hook. You playing favorites, Brother Mill? So Vanderfisk just keeps telling whoever wants to quote him that the upgrade schedule will include the Balford Loop sometime in the very near future.
I liked Quin. I really did. We used to park our pickups right there where the Loop comes off the main canal and shoot the bull before rounds, real early in the morning. He was always asking me this and that about how to do things, how things work. I sort of took him under my wing. But you can only push so hard before a guy like Criswall starts pushing back.
That’s more or less what I told Quin the first time he came to me about Darl Sebright’s leaky head gate. That was a week or so after the meeting. Darl and his brother farm the last places along the Loop, get their water from three or four head gates each. I said, “Quin, they’ll lay pipe out there when they’re good and ready.” He said he wasn’t talking about pipe this time. It was way simpler than that. One morning, checking in on his radio, he just happens to mention the leak—which he kicked himself for doing—and the District says, Oh, really? Well, that’s going to have to be back-counted at least two weeks against Darl’s allotment. But Darl hadn’t ordered the water, and he wasn’t using it. Weird as it sounds talking about everything bone-dry, he didn’t need the water right then. The leaky head gate fed a big hayfield, and, right then, Darl Sebright’s first cutting was down. He didn’t want that ground wet, not until the hay was cured and baled and put up. And all that time this water being charged against him would just run into a waste ditch.
I warned Quin against getting on Criswall’s bad side. He said he was already there, but thanks for the heads-up. He said it like I was supposed to go along with him. Over a leak! You want to have a pretty good reason before you go marching into the District office in your irrigating boots asking to see the gentlemen behind the doors. But that didn’t stop Quin. He wondered who’d come up with the idea to count leaks against the farmer. Criswall says, “Yours truly.” He says, “You got a problem with that?” Quin says nobody knew things were going to work that way; it wasn’t fair. And he had a point. Naturally Criswall has to get his dig in, says maybe the Mormon pioneers could pray giant rocks in half but weren’t so good at mixing cement; maybe the cracks were their own fault. Quin says maybe so, but when the District was set up all those years back, it took responsibility for all head gate boxes, no matter what religion they were. And he wanted this one fixed before another drop was counted against Darl Sebright’s allotment. Criswall says why should the District lay out all that money on labor and concrete for one crumbly old head gate when it was going to get torn out anyway soon as the pipe was laid.
And when was that going to happen?
In the very near future. Criswall must have loved saying that.
Quin says we’re just talking a patch-job, so why not authorize a few bags of ready-mix off the pallet in the storage shed and he’ll fix the head gate himself. No dice, mister. As far as the leak, it was use it or lose it.
So Darl stops in the middle of baling hay, hitches up his ditcher, and digs a ditch from the leaky head gate, right across the hay stubble, smack through the middle of his field, all the way down to twenty acres of beans that got their water from a different head gate. Use the leak water on the beans, and send their ration somewhere else. Or add to it. That Darl is no dummy. Truth is, the leak didn’t amount to all that much extra, not at first. But it was too much to have counted against you in a dry year. I can see that.
The thing is, the leak didn’t even matter during July. Darl and everybody else on the Loop was drawing all the water they had coming just to try to make a crop before their allotments ran out. And hot and dry like you wouldn’t believe. Pray For Rain signs started popping up all over the place. I heard, in stake conference right after the Fourth, President Millard P. Vanderfisk asked everybody to fast and pray for a tempering of the elements. Dry as it was and edgy as the farmers were getting, I thought about doing it myself. Couldn’t hurt. I even went to priesthood meeting one Sunday. First time in who knows how long. Almost thirty years doing this, and this drought was as bad as I’ve ever seen. I know the Mormons weren’t the only ones talking about it in church, as a sign of the times, as a consequence of sin and all, and I’m not being partial here. But it was on the night of their pioneer celebration, the twenty-fourth of July, that we had the only soaking rain we got all summer.
Next day or so, the whole District Board took a trip to the reservoir, got their picture in the paper, with a quote from Vanderfisk saying the rain had lifted spirits and maybe broken the drought to boot. He said he was optimistic. Quin said there was nothing to be optimistic about. His farmers were hurting, were maybe not getting the allotment they had coming. He wanted to measure the flow where the Loop came off the big canal, double-check the hash marks, maybe raise the big gate just a hair.
No dice again. Criswall tells him to leave the measuring to the Board and if the gate on the canal flume is tampered with in any way, he’ll personally see him thrown in jail. Quin asks is everybody else in the valley getting cut back. Criswall says other allotments are none of his business. Quin said maybe the commissioner would feel different, which at least got him in to see Vanderfisk. But all Vanderfisk could say was how sorry he was, but the day-to-day managing of allotments came under the duties of the vice-commissioner.
I told Quin he ought to back off, for his own good. That’s when he asked me—and he was a little short about it—did my farmers have enough water. Apples and oranges. My laterals are all pipe now. With pipe, you don’t lose any water to evaporation and ditch bank vegetation. That’s what I told him. Same thing Vanderfisk has said all along. It was a bad summer to be getting your water from an open lateral and head gates fifty years old.
By the first of August the main canal was way down. Every issue of the Balford Clarion ran articles about the water level up at the reservoir. Beets, corn, beans—all at the crucial stage in their development. Vanderfisk said some belt-tightening was inevitable in a year like this, but he estimated that seventy or eighty percent of the crops would still be okay. He said cooperation had pulled the valley through hard times before, and it would do it again.
That was just before Darl Sebright’s allotment ran out, which was on August third. I remember that. I know Mill Vanderfisk good enough to know he would’ve given Darl another week or ten days, but the whole valley was watching was he going to bend the rule, and for who? For Criswall, big as he was on showing spine, it was the chance of a career. August third he calls me in real early to the District office, before anybody else gets there. He says he knows I’m tight with Quin, despite our differing religious beliefs, but sure hopes I won’t let that cloud my judgment. So I say, What judgment? He says if he was in my shoes, looking at retirement with a clean record, he sure wouldn’t want to be anywhere close to anybody pulling a dumb stunt. I said I didn’t think there was any dumb stunt going to be pulled. And if there was, I didn’t know anything about it. He says he’s sure glad to hear that.
That same morning Criswall issued Quin three padlocks for three head gates, said if he wanted a sheriff along, all he had to do was say so. Quin said why, did somebody expect gunplay? Nobody could’ve thought that was very funny. These farmers get pretty crazy watching their crops shrivel. You never know. Even a nice guy like Darl Sebright might grab a rifle and see just how rough the District was going to play.
Lucky for everybody, it didn’t come to that. Quin drove to each head gate and locked it shut. Then he shook Darl’s hand, said he was sorry as could be, which I’d say too, and that was that. No quotes or pictures in the newspaper. The water just quit running. The paper did ask Vanderfisk if any allotments had expired and what was the District’s response. He said everything was being done according to District policy. What else are you going to say? It wasn’t like Darl was ruined. He harvested some winter wheat, green-chopped the barley for silage, and he had the hay. And I heard he had some crop insurance.
After my huddle with Criswall, I was grateful Quin saw fit to do his job and leave it at that. But I’d be lying to say it didn’t surprise me, him putting on the padlocks and suddenly clamming up, even to me. Just like that, not another word about how he hated us having to pass a death sentence on a farmer’s crops, how the big bosses ought to be doing their own dirty work. It wasn’t like him. So I started wondering was this whole deal as shipshape as it looked. It took me a few days, but I finally figured it out.
It was the leak. In six weeks’ time, with all the praying and predictions and looking for rain clouds, everybody forgot the leak. Everybody, I imagine, except Quin and Darl. And a funny thing happened. The leak got a lot bigger. I know because when everybody was in sacrament meeting the next Sunday, I drove over to the Loop and saw for myself. From the road, even with the burned-up second cutting of alfalfa only up about knee-high, somebody just driving by couldn’t hardly make out that little ditch across Darl’s field, let alone how much water was in it. Pretty clever, really. And even if you could see the water, how would you know, without an eye for such things, how much ground it could keep wet? How about enough for a field of pintos way down below the road and out of sight—the pods just starting to fill out and stripe? The leak wouldn’t have been near big enough to start with, but with a little coaxing? How hard would it be to wedge a digging bar in a crack in the bottom of an old head gate box? And who’s going to see any sign of such as long as water’s running through that box just fine, on back to the main canal?
Whoever did it, it’s hard to blame him. Even if it wasn’t Quin, he had to know about it. And knowing about it could look just as bad as doing it. If I’d just stayed away from the Loop that morning, maybe gone to church myself, I would’ve been okay. But there I was. And I know a quarter foot of water when I see it. Quin had to figure, as much as Criswall stays holed up by the air-conditioner this time of year, it would be weeks maybe, maybe never, before he found out.
Unless somebody told him.
Thirty years! Who’s going to risk that over a field of beans covered by good insurance? And I didn’t say a word about the size of the leak or my idea how it got to be that way. And nobody ever questioned it. To do what he did later, Criswall must’ve found out. But he didn’t find out from me. Not that part, anyway.
On that particular morning, just the using of the leak was enough. Criswall blew a gasket, which sort of surprised me there, too. I got to tell you, I was half-expecting a pat on the back. Good job, Eb. You sure know which side you’re bread is buttered on. But instead he acts half-miffed, like maybe I’ve been holding out on him. We’re sitting there in his office, before anybody else has showed up on Monday morning, and he grabs the phone, calls around until he finds someplace open to send out a truck with a yard of concrete. Then he calls the yard foreman and orders a crew and equipment out to the Loop ASAP to plug a leak in a head gate box. And he tells me to get out there myself and show them which box, that he’ll be along in a while. That’s Criswall for you. And I’m just leaving his office, just had opened the door, when he says, “We’ll pour the whole damn box full if we have to.”
And there’s Mill Vanderfisk standing right around the corner. He says, “Full of what, Tom?”
If you want the man’s job someday, you about got to tell him. Then Vanderfisk says it’s one thing to enforce a shut-down on an official allotment; it’s another to waste water just to go by the book. He says as long as he’s still commissioner, Darl Sebright can use whatever’s leaking from a District head gate. And he reminds Criswall whose idea it was not to spend money fixing that very one. He says, “So you can call off the cavalry, Tom.” He had all kinds of spine that morning. He says if people think he’s favoring a fellow Mormon, so be it.
But they couldn’t hardly say that with Quin in the picture. If anybody had done any favoring of Mormon farmers on the Loop, it was him. Vanderfisk had Criswall on this one. With the head gate already locked, you could be pretty sure nobody was going to give the District much flak over that leak. Unless the big boys downstream were feeling some pinch—which they weren’t—it wouldn’t have mattered how much that leak was letting by. Not when it meant the District could enforce policy and have a heart at the same time.
And you can bet Quin had figured on all this.
And that was the whole story until Darl goes out early to move the water on his rescued beans a couple of weeks later. It’s just getting light, and he thinks maybe his eyes are playing tricks because it looks like a big patch of his field is turning brown. He doesn’t know what else to do but call Quin. Quin right away knows it’s something in the water, but nobody else on the Loop or below is reporting anything wrong. So he starts making calls, six o’clock on a Sunday morning, catches Vanderfisk just before he leaves for another long day of meetings at the stake center. And he gets on his truck radio and calls me. In an hour he’s got Millard P. in his suit and tie, Criswall in a tee shirt and pajama bottoms, and the eighteen-year-old driver of the sprayer rig hiking a third of a mile through grass and thistle to get to the top of Darl’s field. There we are, staring at five acres of crop that Napalm couldn’t have killed any deader.
Criswall says, “And this couldn’t have waited until tomorrow?”
Vanderfisk’s nodding that nod of his, and he says, “Not by the looks of it, Tom.”
Then Mill Vanderfisk asks the kid was he working over this way last evening. The kid starts to sweat, takes a long time to say, yeah, but he wasn’t the only one. Vanderfisk says he understands that. He says, “I’m just after some straight answers, son.” Then he says he’s got one real important question for him. He says he needs to know where did they flush their tank.
That was some moment of silence. You should’ve seen that kid’s face. And Criswall’s was even better. They were looking back and forth at each other, back and forth. Finally the kid points back to the road, and off we go across Darl’s hay field, suit and pajamas, hiking back to the head gate. If he’d just flushed in the main lateral, which was the easiest place, the spray would’ve probably got diluted long before it made it down to the big farmers. So if he’s wanting to be done and get home, why hop the head gate and drag that hose an extra twenty feet, just to let it drain into Darl’s little ditch? He said he thought it was a waste ditch and harmless. He says, “It was an honest mistake, I swear it.”
Then Vanderfisk faces Darl, says he’s sorry as he’s ever been in ten years in this job. Then he asks does he have insurance on the beans. Darl says, yeah, some. Vanderfisk says to let him know how it goes with the adjuster because he wants to make this mistake one hundred percent right with him. That’s how they left it. Then for a little while we all just stood there by the head gate listening to water leak out of the box. A quarter foot makes a pretty good sucking noise, and Vanderfisk heard it just like the rest of us.
By September most farmers had survived the drought and were worried now about harvest and an early frost. Meantime the newspaper had got wind of the leak and the killed beans. Criswall told us ditch riders not to say anything, to refer all inquiries to the District front office. Mill Vanderfisk told the paper his goal was open communication and cooperation. But this time it was going to take more than a quote to smooth things over. There started to be some pretty loud demands for somebody to pay up for the District’s mistake. And I don’t mean in money. People get in a certain mood, it doesn’t matter if they know pintos from potatoes. They want somebody fired. And it’s a heck of a trick how that somebody is decided on.
Vanderfisk would’ve made good on his offer to Darl. I’m sure of it. But Darl let it go, and not just because he’s a good guy. I’m pretty sure our friend Criswall had a chat with him about how stealing water is a felony and using it is no better. Just like the chat with Vanderfisk when the paper’s snooping made it a whole lot easier to hear how that leak probably got to be so big. All Quin would say was how maybe somebody prayed it bigger. Criswall said whoever was responsible had a lot more important things to pray about now.
Mill Vanderfisk was in another one of his no-win situations. Since he didn’t want to see the law involved in an allotment violation, he had to feed the paper the only angle he had, which was negligence on Quin’s part in regard to the killed beans. Ditch riders do take an oath, by the way—to safeguard the natural resource in their charge and the interests of those it is intended to benefit. The funny thing is, Quin actually took it serious, and he’s the one they fired. All I can say is I hope they have pipe laterals up around Billings. He deserves them.
And come Thursday night, I guess I’ll head over to the stake center to see what President Mill Vanderfisk wants. I’ll be brotherly, but I don’t plan any confession, no baring of this soul. Yes, sir. No, sir. I’m not sure on that one, sir. It’s one of those deals where you can’t say much without digging yourself in deeper, and with fifty-eight days left, I’m already in about as deep as I want to go.
Exactly when—and why—the neighbor boys stopped coming by, which Sunday afternoon they didn’t show for Chinese checkers and popcorn, Flynn Darlington could not have said.
“Where’s Russell these days?” he asked Marcene, the oldest of his four daughters, one afternoon in late September of her eighteenth year. “I haven’t seen him in a while.”
She didn’t answer. With a book in one hand, she half-sat, half-lay on the sofa in the living room, a bare foot resting on one of its arms. In fact, Russell had slipped away from a tug-of-war on the Sunday evening before school started, a month earlier, and hadn’t been back since.
“Where’s Bart and that cousin of his?” asked Flynn, who had taught social studies at Balford Junior High School for almost twenty years. “Where’s old Ruth-less?”
“Nobody calls her that anymore,” Marcene said.
“I do. Why don’t you holler at Gayla and Dee—they’re around here somewhere—and get up a game of kick-the-can? Susie’s got half a dozen kids out back right now. You can have a weenie roast in the orchard afterward. I’ll make fudge.”
“Susie’s seven years old, Daddy. Gayla and DeeBeth don’t want to play kick-the-can with her friends. And neither do I.”
“Bart might take a little coaxing—he’s more a chess man—but Russell will come running if you promise him fudge.” Flynn ran a finger up the sole of the bare foot. “Call them. The day’s wasting.”
“Let it go, Flynn,” his wife said from the other room.
“We’ve got a neighborhood gang breaking apart here, Artelle. I can’t give up without a fight.”
Flynn looked at Marcene. The ticking of the mantle clock punctuated the sound of children playing in the yard behind the old house, between the garden and orchard on one side and five acres of pasture on the other—all that was left of his father’s homestead just outside Balford, Wyoming.
“I make awful good fudge,” said the only son of an only son.
No classmate or adult in the little town could have disputed the merits of the Darlington girls. In preparation for bright futures—whose promise of marriage and motherhood they never doubted—the girls refined their minds and hands. They read constantly, studied hard, earned high marks; they cooked and canned, sewed and scrubbed, planted and weeded and picked. They were kind and chaste. On top of all that, they were musically gifted. Many a sacrament service featured Flynn and his daughters singing as a group, and Artelle’s piano accompaniment was often supplemented by one of the girls on her flute or viola. Hardly a week passed without an invitation to perform at someone’s wedding reception. Flynn often joked, as he announced yet another special musical number, that he got a little tired of his tenor being so far outnumbered.
Yet, for all their merits, his daughters lacked the one that mattered most to boys. Not once during high school did a male caller wish to do anything more than verify the starting time of the Mutual cookout or ask for homemade brownies for the next French Club meeting. When Susie answered the phone on such occasions, she yelled, “Marcie, it’s Prince Charming!” or “Gayla, it’s your true love!”
“Who is it? What does he want?”
“I couldn’t catch all of it,” Susie liked to say with solemn pauses, “but I think he wants your hand in holy matrimony.”
Only Flynn found this as funny as freckle-faced Sue Ellen Darlington, the youngest, the one born after he thought his quiver was full, the one he expected to sweeten his old age.
“My teeth are straight enough,” Susie said once when her two oldest sisters were wearing braces. “And I don’t have a hairy mole on my face.”
“Costly cosmetics or no,” Flynn said, “it’s what’s inside that counts.”
After seeing what a dermatologist in Billings could do to a facial mole, DeeBeth began to brood about several others located well below the modest necklines her parents enforced.
“That’s just not something you need to be worrying about,” Artelle said.
“At least not until your honeymoon,” Gayla said.
“Shush,” Artelle said.
“Your husband will love you, moles and all,” Flynn said. “That’s part of the deal.”
On her sixteenth birthday, DeeBeth, like her two older sisters before her, received a book entitled Dating—An Eternal Perspective. And, like her two older sisters, she left for BYU two years later without ever having a chance to act on the author’s two hundred pages of advice. During residence in the dorm and the first two or three college apartments, her book, like theirs, went from nightstand to unpacked milk crate to closet. Then her book, like theirs, stopped making the trip to Provo altogether and ended up in a box in Flynn’s garage. That’s where it was when Marcene took a job as a pharmacist in Ogden. That’s where it was when Gayla left for her mission in New Zealand. And that’s where it was when DeeBeth, home just after graduation, mentioned that a guy from her student ward might stop by the next Friday evening on his way to a family reunion in Sheridan.
“His name’s Blair, Daddy, not Blake.”
“I like Blake better,” Susie said. “It sounds more masculine.”
“A name has nothing to do with masculinity,” Flynn said.
“He is a boy, isn’t he?” Susie asked.
On Friday evening, the Darlingtons delayed their dinner. For the tenth time, Artelle looked in the oven. “This roast has about had it,” she said, prodding with a long fork. She pulled off her oven mitt and tossed it beside the saucepan full of shriveled green beans.
“He’s not coming,” DeeBeth said.
“Old Blair-Blake may surprise us yet.”
“I’ll be surprised if I don’t die of starvation,” Susie said.
“He would’ve called.”
Artelle sighed and said, “That was going to be such a lovely roast.”
“I really am going to die if we don’t eat something.”
“We can save him a plate.”
“He’s not coming, Daddy.”
During Susie’s last two years of high school, the Darlingtons still sang in sacrament meetings whenever they were all together. During that period, Flynn grew less and less comfortable in front of the congregation, more and more conscious of the boyfriends and fiancés and husbands his three oldest daughters didn’t have. More than once he said, “We really do need some more male voices in this choir.” In time, he passed on his announcing duties to Artelle or Gayla or whoever would agree to the arrangement, and stood behind the rest. Gradually he stopped joining them altogether and retreated to a back pew, where he was easily distracted by couples holding hands, the light caress of slender fingers across wide shoulders, young mothers cradling infants.
By the time Susie got to BYU, with her copy of Dating—An Eternal Perspective, Flynn was facing facts. Unlike her older sisters, she had been on one date in high school, albeit an arranged dinner with her cousin’s brother-in-law. But otherwise, the wit and cheer and sociability Flynn cherished in her had, like her sisters’ virtues, gone uncherished by young men.
“What’s the matter with them?” he had asked his wife when another prom season came and went with no invitation. “Are they just plain blind?”
“No,” Artelle said, “they’re boys.”
Just before they said good-bye to Susie outside her dormitory, Flynn felt to speak in a way he hadn’t spoken to her sisters at this threshold into a world of student wards and lovesick roommates and an endless round of pairing off and engagement and marriage. “At college,” he said, “things are different. People are a lot more likely to see you for who you are.” He hugged her to him, kept his eyes closed tight against tears. “But you’ve got to let yourself be known, Sweetie. I want you to get out and meet people . . . some nice boys, go on a few dates.”
“I’m eighteen, Dad. You’re making me sound like an old maid.”
Artelle patted her husband’s arm, tried to ease the soberness of his tone with the artificial playfulness of hers. “For heaven’s sake, Flynn, let her get settled first. There’ll be plenty of time for all that.”
Eight semesters, in fact. But hardly any dates. At home for the summer before her first year teaching high school chorus in Springville, Utah, Susie endured a brief frenzy of interest from a guy named Kip, just back from his mission in Tonga. Although some at church felt a Darlington girl had better take what she could get, this Kip had little to recommend him besides a frankness about his libido. Susie didn’t particularly like him, and even Flynn had to admit the boy was a poor gamble. As it turned out, though, all related concern was unfounded. Two weeks after Kip tried to kiss Susie on the collarbone, he proposed marriage to an eighteen-year-old from Cowley.
She accepted.
In early October of Susie’s second year of teaching high school chorus, an unseasonably heavy rain found a leak in the roof of the Darlingtons’ old house. Reasoning as a man facing retirement with four unmarried daughters, Flynn convinced himself that a leaky roof might somehow deter suitors. So fixing that leak became an obsession that tar-patching wasn’t going to satisfy. The whole thing needed to be re-shingled at the first opportunity. Fall break fell on Thursday and Friday. Those two days, supplemented by three from his huge surplus of personal leave, would give him that whole week. With a week and some hired help, he wouldn’t have to bother with a contractor. He was sixty-four, but, he assured Artelle, he could still swing a hammer.
“So where you going to get this help?” she asked one morning at breakfast.
“I’ve got former students all over the valley,” Flynn said. “I’ll find somebody.” He paused. “And maybe Susie can help some. She’s off that same Friday, said she’s coming home.”
“Maybe Sue has other plans.”
“Like what?” Flynn asked. “Tell me what Susie’s got planned. I’d like to know.”
They sat at the old table, eating toast with cocoa. One wall of the dining room served as a gallery for photographs of progenitors, cousins, nieces and nephews with their spouses and ever-multiplying numbers of children, and, above them all, large single portraits of their four daughters.
“Listen to me, Flynn. A lot of girls—married and changing diapers—would trade places with her in a minute, would love to have the chances she’s had. Studying in Europe, master’s degree by age twenty-three, has a good job in a good place, a principal singing her praises all the time, drives a nice car, flew to Hawaii last summer . . .”
He nodded listlessly.
“Life is full for her.”
“Well, we say that,” Flynn said, “because what else can we say?”
“She can’t be holding her breath, Flynn Darlington, for something that’ll happen in its own sweet course. You can’t pressure these things.”
“Maybe not, but I know the Lord wants Susie married. Her patriarchal blessing says so.”
“And he wants our others single? Their blessings say the same thing.”
“No, no. That’s not what I mean. I mean, if he wants her married, there must be a guy out there for her. No more Blakes and Blairs. No more Kips. I mean a good returned missionary—somebody who deserves her and will take her to the temple. And there’s got to be a way to find him.”
“Hadn’t you better leave such a way to Sue?”
Although, outwardly, Flynn went along with his wife, he was already persuaded that a new roof was some kind of helpful first step toward the blessings still awaiting his youngest daughter. Taking that step, however, presented an obstacle he hadn’t figure on. Ordering a load of shingles was easy enough, but finding somebody to help get them on the roof wasn’t. Every likely hand was either in school or busy in the beet harvest. So Flynn ran an ad in the Balford Clarion: Roofing help needed, week of Oct. 14. As of the Sunday before the scheduled week, only one person had responded: a disabled war veteran who wondered if there was any part of the job that could be done without climbing on a roof.
“No, it can’t wait until spring,” Flynn told Artelle. “Somebody will show.”
Monday morning dawned clear and, more important to roof walking, frostless. Already wearing a nail apron, as if to will that Somebody into the yard, Flynn circled the house, studying the roof from many angles. Then he recounted the rolls of tar paper and bundles of shingles waiting in the garage.
Just as he stepped back in the house to start down the telephone list of roofing contractors, a faded white van pulled into the drive carrying an extension ladder on its cargo rack. The driver sat for a long time, then got out. He surveyed the orchard, the barn and corral, the old house; he adjusted and readjusted the cap on his head. Standing on the porch, Flynn waited for the gaze to sweep his way.
Finally, the young man strode forward, approached the bottom porch step, and swallowed hard. He was lanky and sober-faced, with a pointed Adam’s apple.
“I’m Lyle Brimhall—here about the ad.”
Even that much disclosure seemed to tax him. His face and throat contorted when he spoke, as if utterance pained him.
“The roof? You bet!” Flynn hurried down the steps, shook the young man’s hand, then held it as he mused. “Brimhall, Brimhall, Brimhall. You must be Mormon.”
Lyle Brimhall’s eyes grew wide, and he pulled his hand free. “I suppose so,” he said. “I ain’t been to church in a coon’s age.”
Flynn snapped his fingers. “Over by Star Valley. Sure. A whole clan of Brimhalls.”
“I don’t know anything about that,” Lyle Brimhall said. “I’m from Garland.”
“Garland will do. I’d about given up on anybody from anywhere.” Flynn patted Lyle Brimhall’s shoulder, an action the young man watched with the eyes of a flighty horse. “You’re hired.”
On the roof, holding a hammer, square shovel, and pry bar, Lyle Brimhall surveyed the expanse of weathered asbestos shingles, the hips and valleys, the sparrow droppings clotted in a gable recess. It occurred to Flynn that the recess was formed over thirty years earlier, with the add-on of the utility room.
“Maybe go at it one section at a time?” Flynn said. “I’d hate to get the top off and have a storm come up.”
In boots that looked too big for his body, Lyle Brimhall climbed to the main ridge, straddled it, and stepped solidly along its length, as if testing the collective strength of the rafters. He reached the end of the ridge and started down the east slope.
“But it’s up to you,” Flynn said to the back of his head just as it dropped out of sight.
By the time Flynn toed his way up to the ridge, Lyle Brimhall was already clawing up shingles around the chimney to expose tar paper and tongue-and-groove sheathing. After a few minutes with the hammer, he grabbed his shovel. With short thrusts, he wedged the blade between shingles and tongue-and-groove, and levered upward. Old roofing tacks popped loose half a dozen at a thrust.
“Looks like your folks raised a worker,” Flynn said. He paused long enough to tear a scrap of tar paper from a missed tack, then sidled toward a clarification on which much suddenly rested. “Your wife’s a lucky woman.”
The handyman didn’t say anything.
“A guy as handy as you—shoot, he’s bound to be married.”
In its thrusting and wedging, the shovel broke rhythm only this one time. Lyle Brimhall’s face showed a hybrid of grimace and smile.
“Not hardly,” he said with a snort.
By noon Lyle Brimhall had shed a jacket and two sweatshirts, and the roof’s east slope was laid bare. In four hours Flynn had developed a deep admiration for the boy, for the fluidity of his movements, the doggedness of his shovel, the sureness of his footing on tongue-and-groove now strewn with shingle grit. Often Flynn found himself distracted from his own work—pulling missed tacks, sweeping, channeling old shingles to the roof’s edge. Though Lyle Brimhall never ventured conversation and more or less ignored everything but the work before him, he seemed even-tempered. Though he was not handsome, he was healthy and vigorous. Though apparently he had not been on a mission, he seemed decent enough.
When the handyman refused Artelle’s invitation to eat his lunch in the house, Flynn hurried down the ladder and carried his own food back up so he could catch Lyle Brimhall in a rare moment of relaxation, eating crackers and Vienna Sausages. The day was brilliant. From his perch on the roof, Flynn could make out the topography of the whole Shoshone River valley, could place the Darlington homestead among all the other pioneer homesteads along the river. Sitting atop the roof with a meatloaf sandwich in one hand and a can of orange pop in the other, Flynn felt exuberant. “Whoee!” he blurted. “What a day to be alive. It’s hard to beat an Indian summer in Wyoming.”
The only acknowledgment the handyman granted was to quicken the pace of his chewing. He was looking in the direction of Jersey Teague’s shiny silos and milking parlor across the river and at the Binghams’ vast beet fields and at Rowe Sloan’s pastureland. From his own angle, Flynn could see all that and the oldest residential section of the little town, including the very house in which the now deceased J. Guyman LeGrand had given the Darlington girls their patriarchal blessings.
“Does wiriness run in your genes?” Flynn asked.
Lyle Brimhall’s pointed Adam’s apple bobbed deeply with a labored swallow. “I suppose.”
“It’s funny how heredity works,” Flynn said, taking another bite of sandwich.
“Take my Susie, for instance—she’s the baby, teaches school down in Utah. Not an ounce of fat on her, could always work and play most boys right into the ground. But a fellow wouldn’t want to be fooled by that. She’s a lady, too, if you know what I mean—just like her mother. Heredity’s a powerful thing.”
Chewing the last sausage, Lyle Brimhall held the little aluminum can to his lips, tapped it to dislodge every last bit of packing jelly, every drop of yellowish broth. Then he reached into his cooler and brought out something wrapped in wax paper.
“Say,” Flynn said, “somebody sure knows how to make a cake.”
Lyle Brimhall actually nodded as he took a first big bite.
“It’s a rare woman who’ll tackle one from scratch anymore. That’s one thing my wife has taught our girls. They can cook, every one of them.” Flynn ventured a sidelong glance at the handyman. “Though I have to say, Susie’s the best—hardly had to be taught at all. It’s heredity, I tell you.”
At dusk on the third day, the autumn twilight shone handsomely on bright flashing, on course after course of new shingle tabs. In three days, they had nearly finished the entire roof. Even on the steepest slope over the utility room, despite having to rent scaffolding, the work went much faster than Flynn had expected.
“You silly man,” Artelle had said at breakfast that morning. “Here your roof is all but done, and you’re acting half mopey.”
He wanted to tell her, to share this glorious new possibility—and his worry that it was going to slip away unless he acted. But he couldn’t say anything yet, not after so many such hopes for his daughters had come to nothing. These three days working side by side with Lyle Brimhall had been wonderful, especially the afternoon they drove to the rental place for scaffolding. Standing before the press-wood counter, savoring the gum of tar paper on blisters, Flynn sensed the eyes on him, noted the second glances, the subtle curiosity as the other customers sized up the young and able Lyle Brimhall. So what if he wasn’t a churchgoer? Many a man had come back under the influence of a good wife.
And now after crowning the final ridges, after returning the scaffolding and hauling the old shingles to the dump, after three full days to do all this, Flynn was oppressed by only one thought: even figuring for every last touch, he and Lyle Brimhall would finish the job the next morning—Thursday—and Susie wasn’t due home until Friday afternoon.
So he took measures.
Long ago, on the far side of the orchard, his father had built a shed—half barn, half orchard storage. Though it had served thirty years without so much as a coat of paint, though the leaks in its cedar shake roof did no harm to the buckets and ladders and apple butter cauldron stored inside, its condition had begun, in the past twenty-four hours, to bother Flynn. So at quitting time on Wednesday, he summoned his courage and said, “I’ve been thinking about these leftover shingles.”
In answer to the proposal of another job, the handyman nodded slowly and said, “I suppose.”
“I’ve tried to keep it to myself,” Flynn told his wife that night. “But this is more than happenstance, Artelle. He’s going to be here, and Susie’s going to be here—same day, same time, same everything. Can you call that happenstance?”
Artelle bit her lower lip, appeared skeptical and encouraged at the same time. “Shouldn’t we call Sue and let her in on this happenstance?”
“No, no,” Flynn said, waving his hands in protest. “She’s likely to stay down in Utah, avoid the whole deal.” He paused a long moment. “No, the less we say, the better. If this is meant to be, all we need to do is let nature take its course.”
By quitting time on Friday the orchard shed featured new shingles and a fresh coat of paint.
“It looks grand,” Flynn said. “You’ve done marvels for me, Mr. Lyle Brimhall.”
The handyman shrugged. Although he was as reticent as ever and his smiles scarce, Flynn sensed a growing bond. Though Lyle Brimhall had thus far refused to join them at the table for breakfast or lunch, he had accepted a fresh cinnamon roll yesterday. And this morning, after some coaxing, he had come onto the porch to eat one of Artelle’s bacon and egg sandwiches.
The five o’clock whistle blew at the sugar beet plant in Ralston, its shrillness muted by distance.
The moment was upon them.
“Listen,” Flynn said, trying to look and sound and feel nonchalant, “why don’t you stay for supper? We can settle up after a good meal. I talked to my wife. She put a nice roast in right after lunch. Mashed potatoes and gravy, fruit salad, green beans—the whole works.”
The invitation floated, came to rest, incubated a full minute against the drone of beet diggers in distant fields.
Finally—finally—the sober-faced Lyle Brimhall said, “I guess. If it’s no bother.”
If not for considerable restraint, Flynn Darlington would have flung himself at the handyman and hugged him. “Bother!” he said in a tone of mock chastisement. “You better know we’d love to have you.”
Dusk came with a chill breeze. As he drove the orchard road back toward the house in company with this young man of such promise, Flynn was assailed by memories—apple picking, hayrides, capture-the-flag played between pasture dikes, softball with bucket-lid bases, bonfires of windfall branches, the innocent play of girls and boys. Once upon a day and night, once upon a spring and summer, it all had happened here on the Darlington homestead.
“A hot meal will taste good,” Flynn said, wiping his eyes and nose on a sleeve as they cleared the orchard, skirted the barn, headed toward the house. Lyle Brimhall shifted in his seat and braced his hands against his knees.
Rounding the pump house, they both saw Susie’s car.
Artelle had warned him: Don’t make a big deal out of this, Flynn. Don’t get your hopes up.
“That’s my daughter’s car,” he said, pointing as he coasted his old truck to a stop. “Susie—the one I told you about. Did I mention she was coming home for a couple of days? If we’re lucky, she’ll have us a cobbler or pie. Or maybe,” he said, winking, “a chocolate cake.”
Except for flexing his jaw muscle, Lyle Brimhall showed no reaction. He glanced at Flynn, then got out, leaned over the truck’s bed, and made as if to gather tools.
“Leave them,” Flynn said, hopping out and moving toward the porch. “I’ll put them up tomorrow. Let’s go eat!”
“I always put my tools away.”
“Ah, let them go,” Flynn said, beckoning from the base of the porch steps. “It’s getting chilly out here, and supper’s calling.” A new and strange excitement flowed through him. In his haste climbing the steps, he stumbled several times, grasped the worn banister when he reached the top, stood for a moment as if anchoring himself.
Lyle Brimhall approached the steps.
“Come right on,” Flynn said, beckoning for the fourth or fifth time, gazing at the porch swing, the dying garden, the aged trees of the orchard, Susie’s nice car parked portentously close to the van. The breeze carried a whiff of overripe Winesaps. He said, “Come on in.”
Lyle Brimhall reached the porch deck, stepped across it in his boots just as he had stepped along the roof ridge that first morning. As Flynn pushed open the door, the sound of an electric mixer flooded from the kitchen. Again and again the beaters raked the thick glass of the mixing bowl, raked and raked, round and round.
Then stopped. The whole house smelled good.
“We’ve got hungry men here,” Flynn yelled, holding the door wide. “Come on,” he said to Lyle Brimhall. “Come on in.”
“Come in and wash your hands,” Artelle said. “I’ve fixed us a little bite.” Flynn caught her eye and in one conspiratorial instant knew everything had gone as planned—the unobtrusive announcement of the repaired roof, her father out working on the orchard shed with some guy he hired, and no mention of the dinner invitation. If Susie asked about the little bite of supper, Artelle was to say they were celebrating her homecoming.
“Sue will be down in a minute,” Artelle said, “and then we can eat.”
At the utility room sink, Flynn lathered and rinsed his hands, offered the wafer of soap to Lyle Brimhall.
While moving about the kitchen to stir, dab, season, mash, ladle, and pour, Artelle kept up a constant chatter. Among other things, she said, “Sue made one of her cakes.”
Flynn dried and re-dried his hands with the clean towel waiting atop the washing machine. Contentment stung his heart, and he could not resist winking again at Lyle Brimhall, tossing the towel to him with a little flourish of familiarity. Lyle Brimhall caught the towel clumsily, his Adam’s apple twitching.
“Take off your hat and relax,” Flynn said. “Just put it anywhere.”
“Let’s eat,” Artelle said. She stepped lightly into the dining room and back, in and back, loading the table with a cloth-lined basket of hot rolls, a gravy boat, a clear glass pitcher of water with lemon slices floating among the ice cubes.
Flynn reached toward his guest to guide him through the kitchen doorway. “Let’s eat, son.” The young man’s fingers gripped, in passing, the door frame, counter and sink edge, refrigerator handle, the padded back of a stool. And then the two of them were standing in the dining room and photo gallery featuring the Darlington girls.
“Are you about ready, Sweetie?” Flynn yelled up the stairway. “Come and get it while it’s hot.”
When the muffled reply came, he beamed at their guest. “A week to remember—huh, Mr. Brimhall?”
Steam curled upward from half a dozen different platters and servers on the table, gave the light in the dining room an odd liquid quality. Before Lyle Brimhall could flex a throat or jaw muscle this time, the door of an upstairs bedroom opened, and she was coming down the stairs. Flynn smiled so widely his face ached.
Then they saw each other, Sue Darlington and Lyle Brimhall, and they knew the dinner for what it was. And in the moment of their realization, a peculiar and awful awkwardness settled in the room like a fetidness mingling with the food smells.
Artelle smiled bravely, offered fair warning that the rolls were a little too done, the roast a bit dry, kept gesturing as if to shoo the others to their seats. Even as Flynn smiled, his hands shook. In a fog of timidity and inexperience and wordlessness, they all looked at each other. Finally, it was Lyle Brimhall who spoke.
“I got to go,” he said, his gaze ricocheting from face to face, from photo to photo on the wall, as if he couldn’t look anywhere without coming under the serene scrutiny of a Darlington girl.
“Just stay and eat a bite,” Artelle said, pointing to the food. “At least you have time to eat, don’t you?”
“No, ma’am, I don’t suppose,” Lyle Brimhall said, backing toward the kitchen. “It’s nice of you to offer, but I’ll be late.”
Only gradually did Flynn’s smile relax. “Late for what?” he asked.
With just a hint of shortness, Lyle Brimhall said, “I’ve got a date. I promised my girlfriend I’d take her to a movie.”
The change that came over Susie’s face then was worse than accusation. Her eyes flashed, just once, in Flynn’s direction before she left the room.
“I owe you a week’s wages,” Flynn said, following Lyle Brimhall through the kitchen. “We can settle up after we eat.” He heard Susie’s feet on the stairs. “That’s what I had in mind.”
“Pay him,” Artelle said, grabbing her purse from the kitchen counter. She rummaged, handed Flynn the checkbook. “Don’t make him late for his date.”
Lyle Brimhall stopped in the utility room, snatched up his cap, settled it on his head like a helmet. “It’s been nice of you,” he said, staring at the checkbook.
“Pay him,” Artelle said.
With trembling fingers Flynn wrote the check, folded the rectangle of paper along its perforation, tore it clumsily from the pad. All the while, he kept talking. “You’re missing good eats, son,” he said. “You really are. That cake is hard to beat.”
Lyle Brimhall took the check, mumbled all the same apologies again, and with several long strides, cleared the back door and was gone. At the sound of oversized boots on porch steps and gravel driveway, what could Flynn’s wife do but look at the author of another spoiled supper, then go try to make things right with their youngest daughter?
For a long time on this Friday evening in the fall of his sixty-fifth year, Flynn Darlington stood motionless beneath his watertight roof. Long enough to follow the fading shifts of the van’s automatic transmission out on the road. Long enough to overhear Artelle upstairs, saying through a closed door, “Sue? Sue, let me explain, Honey. Please.” And long enough to synchronize the drip of the old utility room faucet with the tick-tick-tick of the cooling oven.
On a morning in late July, six months after banker Frett Maxwell Jr. said, “It’s no longer a paying proposition, Earl,” a big pickup from Bingham Farms pulled into the yard. Through the open kitchen window, Earl Haws watched the driver get out, heard the truck’s door latch. For a while the driver, Winn Bingham, stood studying the old log shop, pumphouse, fuel tanks, and the hand-clutch Case tractor and several steel-wheeled implements parked against the long wall of the empty calving shed—the only machinery spared in the auction five months earlier.
The squeak of the screen door against the strange quiet of the yard’s workday idleness seemed to catch Winn Bingham off guard, and his greeting came out too exuberant.
“Hey, hey, Earlie. Did I catch you enjoying retirement?”
Earl closed the distance between them so as not to have to match his neighbor’s volume. “It’s not all it’s cracked up to be,” he said, hesitating only an instant before extending his hand. Unaided by the setting and habit of priesthood meeting in the Balford Ward of the Garland Wyoming Stake, the gesture felt strange.
There had been no dew. In a field not so far distant, Winn Bingham’s wheat combines were cutting their first swaths of the day. Already a haze of dust and chaff rose in the fresh sky.
“You went and rented to somebody else,” Winn said with his peculiar smile-frown, “which I wish you’d explain to me sometime. But maybe I can talk you into helping me now.”
Earl waited, curious. He knew that, in the house, Ruby also waited—curious.
“The wheat’s just starting,” Winn said, “and after that, beans. And with the late spring we’ll likely be in the beets until November.” He looked toward the combines, then back again. “That’s a lot of trucking, Earl.”
From that day on, Earl never could decide how much that last line was intended as an acknowledgment of Winn’s need or a presumption of his own.
“What are you stewing about it for?” Ruby said at supper. “It’s a job. That’s what you wanted.” She set a saucer of pie and ice cream on top of the want ads he was reading, and sat down beside him. “Six-fifty an hour is a whole lot better than nothing. And right now, that’s what you need.”
“Something to buy the grub with,” Frett Jr. had said as part of his advice last winter about “securing” off-farm employment.
“In the Marines,” Earl said, browsing the ads, “we passed a physical and the job was waiting for us in Korea. But now, sixty years old, I’m stuck selling Avon, assembling products in my home, doing other people’s taxes.”
“You’re sixty-one, and you’d have to learn to do your own first.”
Earl took a bite of pie, said absently, “I always figured by this time I’d be helping one of my own kids farm the place. Some sons still come back and do that, you know. Look at Emery Bingham. Him and his old man must be tending three thousand acres.”
“You could have rented to them, Earl,” she said softly. “Winn offered you a lot more than you’re getting.”
“Winn Bingham? Farming my place?” He shook his head. “I just couldn’t find it in me.”
Sitting in the same mealtime proximity they had shared for most of four decades, Ruby placed her hand on his arm, said, “Are you sure that’s the only thing you couldn’t find in you?”
He set his fork down. “I’ll say this for Emery Bingham. At least he didn’t go off to college a dozen years more than any normal person needs and outsmart his testimony and dive off the deep end—taking wife and kids with him. And now look at him. A bishop. My bishop.”
Ruby’s hand slid atop his and squeezed. “Lyndon’s a grown man, Earl. We did the best we could.”
Earl looked into her bright, unblinking gray eyes and said, “Bad as it is, that’s not the worst of it—wondering how I went wrong.”
Still she didn’t blink.
“The worst is trying to figure how Winn went right.”
On leave after boot camp in the fall of 1951, in the last days of stationary threshers, Earl climbed on the bean wagon hitched to his dad’s McCormick tractor and hunkered cold all the way to the rocky, sloping acreage Arvy Bingham had homesteaded on the river rim in 1914. By the time the bean wagon crossed the old tile culvert and rolled into the thirty-five-acre field at daybreak, most of the rigs pledged in the last priesthood meeting had arrived.
Two months shy of his twentieth birthday, Earl looked at the overripe beans and at the hayracks and wagons there to help harvest them, and remarked to his dad, “It’s comforting to see some things never change.”
“He’s our neighbor,” said Foley Haws. “How about we just lend the hand we can lend and keep our judgments to ourselves?”
In a show of county-fair nostalgia (as opposed to any serious intention to haul beans), stake high councilor A. Frett Maxwell and a drowsy fifteen-year-old Frett Jr. pulled up sitting high on the seat of a bright red wagon drawn by a team of parade mules.
“Sorry I’m late,” said Big Frett, whose recent profits from banking and real estate would have filled his parade wagon several times over. “I had a buyer waiting all night in my driveway. War is hell,” he added in his booming voice, “but that last one sure was good for business.”
Later, with the dew burned off and the thresher receiving the morning’s loads one by one, Earl stayed with Winn Bingham out in the field piling beans. On this particular day in the fall of 1951, Winn was especially conscious of his piling skill and kept kidding Earl. “You’re rusty, boy. You maybe can handle an M-1—maybe—but you’ve sure forgot how to work a pitchfork.”
Throughout the long morning, he came behind Earl, scrutinized every pile, offered little bits of advice. “Just go with the fork, Earl. Don’t fight it.” All this amid profane comments on boot-camp haircuts, on the effects of saltpeter on beard growth and libido, on his own enviable sexual exploits over the past three months. And all this around a cud of wintergreen snuff tucked deep along his jaw, unnoticeable until he spat.
By mid-afternoon, Earl had suffered all the coaching and competition and digs he cared to suffer. “So what about you?” he asked finally. Winn was twenty-four and never had served a day in the military, not even the Reserves.
Winn nudged the toe of his boot with one of the pitchfork tines. “Flat feet,” he said. “The mighty military doesn’t want me.” Then his restless fork stopped. They were standing at the far end of the field, the distant thresher hardly audible. Still, he looked around as if for eavesdroppers before he whispered, “But if the Lord will have me, I’m going on a mission pretty soon.”
During Earl Haws’s long winter in Korea, that was a centerpiece of the news from home, Winn and the mission he was going on pretty soon. Every letter reported reformed habits, increased conviction. Beer, tobacco, promiscuity—all behind him now. While Earl froze behind the steering wheel, running resupply through the Suipchon Valley, Winn prepared to serve the Lord. He bought a suit and set of scriptures with his name—Winn P. Bingham—embossed on the front covers, impressed sacrament meeting and fireside audiences with his testimony, attended two or three going-away parties held in his honor.
But all the build-up and preparation ended one February morning in 1953 when, at his wife’s bidding, Arvy Bingham left a plate of hot scrambled eggs to take the full swill bucket out to the pigs. The eggs grew cold, then hard. That’s when Winn went out and found his father slumped over the long trough.
Weeks later, across an ocean, mail call brought news of Arv’s heart attack and funeral. According to the letter from Earl’s mother, Etha Bingham blamed herself and told anyone who would listen that the swill could have waited. Her only comfort was having Winn home. Keeping him home, Sister Bingham claimed, was God’s compensation for this great loss in their lives. And, she said, in its own way, fulfilling his obligations at home was as much a mission as any he might have gone on. So, in answer to a thousand well-meant queries, twenty-five-year-old Winn bravely said he planned to work the farm and carry on.
When Earl got out of the service in late May of 1954, the nightmare of Bunker Hill was almost two years behind him, and worries closer to home soon supplanted it.
Earlier that spring, Foley Haws had forgotten to take a water bag when he went back to burning weeds after dinner, and worked in the heat and smoke all afternoon without a drink. It was a very minor stroke, the doctor said—if there was such a thing for a man of sixty-two. The episodes of garbled speech would come less and less frequently; the headaches would ease. But he couldn’t stay in the sun, couldn’t ride a tractor for any length of time. And hand work was out of the question.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” Earl asked twenty minutes after he climbed off the bus in Garland to meet a mother whose purse hung from her wrist like a weight and a father who had aged ten years in three.
It was late in the planting season. But Earl drove tractor until after dark every night, followed his furrow or disc markings with one murky lamp mounted on the McCormick’s fender. Aside from church, he didn’t go anywhere, didn’t socialize, certainly didn’t play guest of honor at firesides. In just seven days he had the beans in and was all set to cut the alfalfa before it turned rank.
But, as he was soon to find out, his parents weren’t the only ones who had lived through a hard spring.
On the morning Earl planned to start mowing, the very moment he was riveting the last new cutter section onto the sickle bar, Winn Bingham chugged into the yard in a battered pickup, rolled to a stop, and sat a long time behind the wheel. When finally he shouldered open the badly dented door, he had one message:
“I’m in a bind, Earl. I’m in a terrible bind.”
The frequency of that refrain over the next three years made it no easier to hear—with reference to tardy plowing, planting, haying, cultivating.
“How can I ever thank you?” Winn said over and over, season after season. “I’ll get my feet under me one of these days.”
It was right to help a neighbor. Still, Earl would have preferred to be somewhere else when the other men turned to him on Sunday mornings, wondering what could be done for Brother Bingham. In those meetings, Winn was cast as the lone son, still grieving, and now bound to look after his widowed mother and the farm—soldiering on gamely, courageously, admirably.
The brethren in the quorum didn’t know the whole story. As a farmer, Arv Bingham had been forever behind, but at least he worked at his livelihood. And he lived his religion. Not Winn. Even in summer, he seldom got out before ten o’clock, devoted his meager labors to ill-timed, soon-forgotten projects. In several years he managed to dig one hole for a pair of clothesline posts, paint two sides of a barn, reinforce three legs of a weather-ruined picnic table.
And it wasn’t grief and obligation weighing him down, but drinking and tom-catting—the same entertainments he had enjoyed in high school and most likely never abandoned even during the time he talked of going on a mission. Only now, Winn was pushing thirty, and the consequences of his choices went beyond tearful confessions in the occasional testimony meeting. Aside from Widow Bingham and the hired hand Eugenio, Earl was the only other person living with those consequences between Sundays. And his charity began to fail.
Ten days of rain in the middle of bean harvest, September 1957, persuaded Earl and Ruby to go ahead and get married instead of waiting until November.
“Wise move,” the stake president said when he signed Earl’s temple recommend. “You’re what—twenty-six? Why risk improprieties at this point?”
When they got home on Sunday evening from their one-day honeymoon in Jackson Hole, his parents’ house was dark. Tentatively opening the front door, they were met with the smells of fresh paint and bleach cleanser. Earl flipped on a light. Other than essentials—ice box, cookstove, table and chairs, couch, rocker—the place was empty; forty years’ worth of orderly clutter and accumulation, gone. Every surface, every cupboard and corner had been scrubbed. There was food in the refrigerator, kindling and split wood in the fireplace, and, in what had been his parents’ room, a made-up bed covered with a new quilt. On their first night beneath that quilt, with the glow of the fireplace reflecting off the bed’s brass headboard, they drifted to sleep to the sound of rain on window panes.
Early Monday afternoon, in a weakening drizzle, a truck from the implement dealer rolled into the yard towing a brand new International 80 Bean Special pull-behind combine. Up high in the cab, beside the driver, sat Foley Haws.
“You didn’t have to go and move into town in a rush,” Earl said. “And we can’t afford a new combine.”
“You’n’t the one ’fording it,” said Foley Haws with his laborious, stroke-afflicted manner of speech. “I am. And if you and this nice girl are going t’ farm this place, you going t’ have the house. And you going t’ start with a new combine.”
Eager to impress his wife of three days, Earl lost no time hitching the new machine to the McCormick and greasing every joint and bushing. By dusk, the sky had cleared, and the radio weather report promised sun and warmth for the next week. With two thirds of his crop left—fifty acres of beans that had lain in windrows since early September—he was eager to get started.
At just a little past dawn on Tuesday, Earl was aroused from his third night of conjugal sleep by a vague, familiar chugging somewhere in a far-off land of rivers, canal roads, cattle pastures. Whatever it was, it needed a muffler badly, gurgled closer and closer until it threatened to come straight through the bedroom window.
Then he was awake. In a cold panic, he flung back his half of the honeymoon quilt, bolted up and stood dumbly on the wood floor, goose flesh overspreading thighs, loins, belly, chest. Blinking like a stunned hen, he fumbled for underwear and pants and shirt, fumbled in his mind to close doors, latch shutters and screens, pull blinds, throw down timbers and sandbags—anything to keep that chugging engine out of their newlywed chamber. He half-expected to hear a rapping on the bedroom window, to see a face peering through the glass. What you doing in there, Earl?
Just as Earl got to the kitchen, the chugging died. At the sink he splashed water on his face, dried off with a straining cloth and finger-combed his hair, all the while watching through the window. Behind him, he heard the bathroom door close. Presently he heard the toilet flush and the squeak of faucets. Three days married and already he knew how fast Ruby could dress.
Out in the yard, in the first sunny glow of a fine day, Winn Bingham hesitated for a moment against the dented pickup door before making his way to the front step. It was just past six-thirty, too early in the day for combining. But, with the dew, it was just right for cutting and raking dead-ripe beans, which is what Winn should have been doing.
Earl met him at the porch door. “You’re out early,” he said, conscious of Ruby in the kitchen, the sound of a frying pan on a burner, the door of the ice box. “Have you had your breakfast?” Just by looking, he knew Winn hadn’t eaten a proper meal—or attended in any other way to the care of his person—in a week. His hair and clothes were disheveled, forehead oily, eyes bloodshot, lips dry. A rash of acne along his neck and jaw gave his whiskers the look of mange. When he stepped across the threshold, he paused and tried to tuck in the tail of his shirt.
“I’ll have toast and eggs in a jiffy,” Ruby said as the two men stepped from porch to kitchen. Winn Bingham turned his head robotically, stared as if confused by her presence.
“Winn, this is my wife, Ruby.”
Winn kept staring, made no response when she offered her hand. “You—married?” he muttered, amazed that this passage in life should be made by Earl Haws before it was made by him.
Gradually he recovered, swallowed hard, scrubbed his face with a dry palm. “Pay him all this time,” he began, with no preface, no transition, no move toward the chair Earl offered, “a full two bits better than labor wages—give him a house, garden spot, truck to drive, all the apples he wants from my trees, and he up and quits me, just like that.” He reached a trembling hand, laid it on Earl’s shoulder, gripped a handful of shirt. “Left me in the lurch, I’m telling you. Said he wouldn’t wait no more for his money. Said he was going back to Texas.”
“It’s not the end of the world,” Earl said, prying the hand from his shoulder, only now realizing that the traitorous ingrate in the story was Eugenio, the hired hand.
“I would’ve paid him,” Winn said. “Soon as I got my beans out.” He moaned at the very mention of beans. “Fifteen or twenty acres to thresh, and the weather ain’t going to hold.” This time he placed a hand on Earl’s upper arm, said, “I’m in a awful bind, Earl. God knows I’m in a awful bind.”
For the next three decades Earl remembered the morning he pulled the wedding-gift combine away from Foley Haws’s cedar-log shop in the fall of 1957, away from the beans waiting in his own field. He remembered the McCormick humming in fourth gear down the gravel canal road, then fifth gear on the paved county road, the combine trailing smoothly behind, remembered coming finally to the rocky field on the river rim.
When Earl eased through the gate and over the narrow tile culvert, he felt a kind of despair. Fifteen or twenty acres? Though Eugenio had cut and raked into windrows every pod and vine, there were still a full thirty-five acres to combine. And rocks were only part of the miseries of those acres. With enough water, the cobble yielded surprisingly good pintos—and astounding weeds.
Showing more loyalty than Winn gave him credit for, Eugenio had made a good start cleaning the windrows, disentangling ragweed and pigweed and corn-tall sunflowers from clinging beans, casting thick stalks into rake-swept spaces beyond the reach of combine teeth. But as was soon enough evident, he left for Texas before getting through even a tenth of the field.
Then what a breaking in for the new machine. Again and again, root clods hit the threshing cylinder like two-by-fours, clouded the air around the combine with powdery dirt that sifted into Earl’s hair, eyebrows, lashes, and dulled the shine of brand new paint. Woody as timber, tensile as cable, weed stalks were forever wrapping around and choking shafts and drums, defiant to pocketknife blades, screwdrivers, hammer claws. Before long, overcautious of both weeds and rocks, Earl combined at a crawl, clutching every inch of every run up and down the slope. Time and again he stopped completely, set the tractor’s brake against the hill’s slope, chocked the big tires with rocks, and climbed over the pick-up carriage to clear weeds from the combine’s parts. The tearing and unwrapping dyed yellow gloves green and strained finger joints until they ached. And though the weather had held thus far, every passing hour compounded the awareness that it wouldn’t hold forever.
“Poor guy,” Ruby said that night, holding Earl close. And, misconstruing the object of that compassion, Earl took comfort—until she added, drowsily, innocently, “His mother must really appreciate him.”
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