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PART I

 


CHAPTER 1

 


Dana, Massachusetts was
gone.

Enfield, Massachusetts was
gone.

Greenwich, Massachusetts was
gone.

Prescott, Massachusetts was
gone.

Hand shaking, eyes suddenly blurry with
unexpected tears, Eli tugged his grandfather’s watch and chain from
his vest pocket. His family pulled closer to him to watch over his
arm as the second hand swept past midnight.

At 12:01 a.m., April 28, 1938, small
children in the town hall looked around at the walls, at the
adults, at each other, incredulous at the miracle. They had
believed they would all evaporate at midnight. It wasn’t true. Life
went on.

Then the grownups, in an unusual,
rather grotesque display of open grief, sang “Auld Lang Syne” and
wept, and then the children knew the world was over after
all.

Eli closed the watch, gathered the
chain and fob, and pressed it, warm from his hand, into his son’s
hand.

“This was meant for you.” It
had been unfinished business. He capped it off by kissing his wife,
as if that were also a matter of unfinished business.

Jenny watched her parents, and all the
old folks, and the children. Day laborers and farmers dressed in
the suits they would one day be buried in, wives and daughters
dressed each in her plain, simple, one good dress. Bearing witness
to the last time most of them would ever feel a sense of belonging
and of community; Jenny, with her documentarian’s eye, knew that’s
what it was.

Roger Lewis shook hands, cast his eye
around the crowded room, hugging his wife and shaking hands with as
many people as he could reach, like a candidate seeking
votes.

Mary turned to her daughter Ella,
whispering something into her hair, with arms around each other’s
waists like girlfriends. It struck Jenny that Ella did not need
her.

Jenny blew a kiss to her that was free
and with no obligations or debts. Then Cousin George and Cousin
Eliza stumbled through the crowd. Eliza, tear-streaked and pitiful,
nodded to Mary and twisted her gloves. Mary, in a frenzy rarely
seen in the Valley except at infrequent religious revivals, not
that she ever partook of them, threw her arms around Eliza and
bawled.

George and Eli shook hands quietly, and
George smiled to see all of Eli’s children here. Of George’s boys,
only Calvin came with his two kids. They did not speak of Alonzo,
but each privately thought of him. Without realizing they were
doing it, they searched for a sight of his face in the crowd. The
rumors about him were obviously rather foolish, but those who liked
romances and fantasy stories enjoyed them, and made up more. Alonzo
Vaughn, the great, brooding giant of a man, like a pioneer man,
like rebel Dan Shays, and like Shays was chased off his land. He
would wander in hiding, ever sorrowing for his lost home and his
lost love, some said, like an old New England ballad of ghosts and
hardship.

Jenny believed they must have been
secretly glad he wasn’t here. That would ruin the scenario. If he
had suddenly come through the door in a new suit announcing that he
had a swell job somewhere, that would just ruin the romance. She
had seen the darker side of the romance. But, she looked for him,
too.

Other missing faces were recounted less
romantically. Miss Rebecca, who used to run the Prescott Hill
store. The Sullivans, Miss Murphy the Greenwich Village
teacher...only his family remembered John Vaughn.

Jenny stepped out into the cool, damp
night air that still smelled of dust from their long auto convoy
earlier in the day. Wandering people coming and going searched for
their cars or smoked, and drank beer under moonlight, and the
massive collection of stars which seemed within arms reach, and the
hanging lanterns, less enticing because they were within reach.
Dick followed behind, dreading what she thought as she searched the
black, shaggy Prescott Hill with her eyes.

“This isn’t the end, Jenny,”
he said.

“As long as someone makes a
buck?”

“No, I don’t mean that,” he
said, pained that she used his words against him.

“This place, it’s got a life
of its own. And what was here...you’ll always carry that around
inside you. Somebody like you would.”

“Then you believe in
redemption? And eternal life?” she asked, turning to face him, with
more acceptance, even humor, than he expected. “I’m glad. I think I
do, too.”

Just as though stating a matter of
fact, she gently pulled herself against him, and kissed his lips.
She looked into his eyes for confirmation, brushed his jaw with her
cheek, slowly nuzzled and kissed him again.

Over his shoulder, her eyes searched
the dark sky over where Prescott used to be until an hour
ago.

“I can’t ever remember not
knowing this day would come.”

He smiled, holding her closer against
him, then realizing with disappointment that she was talking not
about him, but about the destruction of the Valley, and the coming
of the reservoir.

***

1904 - 1910

Massachusetts harbors diminutive
mysteries, thin sagas of emotionally close people. There has never
been enough room for grand epics.

It is not a large state, yet within its
borders are distinctive and unique divisions. These places are set
apart not always by legal boundaries, but delineated by how their
inhabitants choose to be known, how they see themselves. The very
essence of individuality is isolation. People on the shore. People
of the mountains. City folk.

Nantucket is an island. Cape Cod is an
arm of sand jutting out to meet the sea. Boston is the capitol, an
historic American metropolis, the grand dame of American history,
but to New Englanders for whom the rest of America does not exist,
Boston is sometimes regarded as the center of the universe, the
so-called Hub. The Berkshires are western mountains, behind them is
where the sun sets, unseen by the Hub until tomorrow. Massachusetts
is a small place, settled for the most part by Europeans from small
countries, whose sense of space is perhaps by now,
genetic.

Hitching the wagon. Backing out the
horses and hitching the wagon. Saying goodbye to Mother at the
window, with a nod, and going to the barn. One last look at Mother,
not meaning to, but catching her dismal expression, her disapproval
and her sense of loneliness, the attention she felt was due her.
Jerusha Vaughn had never left Prescott in all her life, not even to
go to a community picnic in the next town. Her sons John and
Elijah, and her husband, Walter, tried to leave for their outing
with light hearts, but she wouldn’t let them.

Some people from Massachusetts had left
New England and settled the American West as pioneers. They became
different people from the ones who stayed. The ones who stayed
became like a hybrid plant, truer and truer to itself with every
generation, but hybrid lacking the new and different, becomes
weaker, and extremely sensitive to exposure.

“You’re for the parade and
the war vets, Pa?” John smirked, giving a sidelong glance to Eli
that mimicked his father.

“The latest war with Spain,
that’s TR’s war and he can have it.”

“Can’t compare to the War
Between the States, hey, Pa?” Eli returned John’s glance, and
Walter huffed.

“Different sort of men. Why,
my father…”

“Who fought with the
31st Mass.,” John and Eli echoed.

“That’s enough out of you
boys.” Walter smiled.

In the central part of the state lies
the Swift River Valley, whose small mountains form the rim of a
bowl. The Swift River flows in three separate branches through the
valley called the East, the Middle, and the West Branch. They join
in the town of Enfield, the southern-most town in the Valley. The
united streams make a river that leaves the Valley, continuing
southward where it empties into the Chicopee River, which flows
westward to the Connecticut River, which dumps itself into Long
Island Sound and the Atlantic Ocean. Swift River Valley children
have made the journey in their minds when dropping a leaf into one
of the branches, trying to follow its course. The hopeful leaf is
their message to posterity.

The children know that the Swift River
Valley is not near the ocean, which none of them have ever seen
though barely eighty-odd miles away. It is not near an equally
mythical sounding place called Boston, and the western Berkshires
can just be seen if one climbs the Great Quabbin Hill on a clear
day. The small, affable, almost cartoon-like train locally called
the “Rabbit Run” rumbles through the Valley like a fourth river
branch. It links the small manufacturing town of Athol to the north
with the large commercial city of Springfield to the southwest on
the Connecticut River, and stops so often on the whim of its
conductor, Mr. Doane, that it takes pretty nearly three hours to
make the fifty-mile trip. Despite these links, the towns of the
Swift River Valley: Greenwich, Dana, Prescott, and Enfield were as
isolated from the rest of Nineteenth Century Massachusetts as the
old Bay Colony was from the Crown. Just as distant psychologically,
just as different, just as vulnerable to outside edicts, and just
as contemptuous of them.

At nineteen, John Vaughn came
specifically to chase girls and mainly to take a day off from the
farm, which was unusual for a Tuesday. Sunday was the day for rest,
which meant after chores and church. Chores always came, no matter
which day one chose to rest. John quickly lost his brother and
father in the huge tent staked on the common.

These communities’ divergence began
with the colonists’ defeat of the Pequots of King Philip’s War when
the ancestors of the current populace settled the Valley, then part
of Narragansett Township 4. They worked it into Quabbin Parish, and
were left quite alone for generations. There had been that furor
between the Commonwealth and local man Daniel Shays, to be sure,
whose tax-ridden, poverty-stricken post-Revolutionary War rebels
were hunted down by Governor Bowdoin’s militia in the surrounding
hills. Shays Rebellion was only an historical footnote now, an
anecdote told by firelight, even though it helped lead to the
creation of the United States Constitution.

It had been many years since Shays’
Rebellion, since the last local settler was captured by Indians,
and since the Commonwealth, i.e. Boston, had anything to do with
them, which was fine.

At eighteen, Elijah, or Eli as he was
called, came to the town picnic for reasons which were not as
clearly defined as his father’s or his brother’s. He guessed he was
interested in seeing the parade, and to hear the band concert given
by the Mount L Band of North Dana, and eat at the formal noon
dinner. Mostly, he wanted to be part of something and start the
lessons he knew were out in the world waiting especially for
him.

In Industrial Massachusetts of the late
Nineteenth Century, the Swift River Valley was still teaching its
children by the primer, still arguing Whig and Federalist, while
the great social causes of the day like child labor, women’s
suffrage, Emancipation swept by them, though enough Valley men had
fought for the Union on principle and for something to
do.

They were the direct descendants of
Revolutionaries and Rebels. However, by the early 20th century,
they were neither. Their Swift River Valley was just managing to
enter the late Nineteenth century, which had found the Valley at
its zenith. The arrival of the railroad, of the motor car, and of
the miracle of leisure time, for some people, had opened the Valley
to industry, to summer residents whose rustic camps along the lakes
dotting the Valley’s floor swelled the population in Enfield alone
to 1,036 in 1906. Distance in Massachusetts was always more a state
of mind than of fact, but lately the mind was playing tricks. Some
gloomily predicted a day when the Valley might actually become
crowded. They would lose their isolation, which despite its
inconvenience had made them just what they were.

Eli wanted, he thought, at least to be
part of things, not just a bystander. Eli’s problem, so he felt,
was that he was always too ready to see things at a distance, a
quality which removed its possessor from those very things which
interested him most.

So Greenwich (pronounced by its
inhabitants as Green-witch and not “Gren-itch” as with other more
sophisticated or affluent communities with the same name)
celebrated its Sesquicentennial in August of 1904 with these
feelings of rapturous self-identity, expressed not so much in words
as in banners and bunting. Situated smack in the middle of the
Swift River Valley, the little town on the Valley floor formed a
community core for all the towns and lonesome villages in the
area.

Red, white, and blue drapery billowed
halfway up the steeple of the Congregational Church at Greenwich
Plains. One entered the road along the common through a kind of
triumphal arch made of wood, ropes of greens, and a little more
bunting. The banner read “Greenwich 1754 - 1904.”

Teams of horses filed along the
converging roads in a makeshift parking lot. The train brought more
visitors from Springfield and Athol. It would be the largest crowd
ever gathered in the town’s history, the biggest celebration in the
Valley. The crowd, especially the organizing committee, summoned
strength from resurrecting the glories of the past. The future was
bothersome and suspect.

At one of the nooning parties, into the
which the crowd had broken up for dinner, Eli paid for his meal
with money he’d gotten for helping cut ice from Quabbin Lake last
winter. Holding it had made him feel rich for months, but he
graciously let it go now. Since he did not see his father or John
for company, he sat by himself, and carefully began work on the
suspiciously dainty chicken salad sandwich, but he made up for its
lack of substance with the customary wedge of mince pie, heavy with
lard. A good pie was a meal unto itself. Surely the chicken salad
was only for esthetics.

Eli knew about esthetics. That was what
separated his father’s rough hilltop farm in Prescott from the
doilied, credenzaed parlors of Enfield, from the shops and hotels
of Dana which had electricity, sometimes, in some parts of town,
for some people. Eli knew about the better things, even if he’d
only heard about them second or third-hand. Like the chicken salad
sandwich, he was not sure about the worth of all of them. What he
most wanted in life was to be able to judge for himself. He
distrusted the opinions of just about everybody else.

The speaker on the platform intoned a
litany of their God-given rights of self-preservation, fussing at
the end of every glorious paragraph to pull his celluloid collar
away from his Adam’s apple. His wife listened distractedly and
caught deft snatches of gossip over the back of her chair while
publicly adoring her husband.

Eli listened, fighting drowsiness,
pondering the self-congratulatory tone of the speech, which
defended the Declaration of Independence as a darned good idea. The
whole day was a tribute to Greenwich and to themselves for being
themselves. The women’s choir sang songs of home and hearth,
ballads of the honest farmer and the glories of battle and being
Christian. Such self-absorption gave Eli a gloomy moment and he
glanced to the north at Mount Pomeroy, and south to Mount Lizzie,
and west to his own Prescott ridge for comfort. Each round, shaggy
peak decorated the Valley with precision, like points on a compass.
It made a person certain of where he stood.

In a moment Eli heard the clash of
voices, cacophonous against the backdrop of the well-meaning
ladies’ choir, and he turned to catch the tail part of his brother
being hustled away from the parked carriages. John had evidently
gotten too friendly with a girl whose father was one of the
celebration’s “Special Police,” deputized for the day to locate
missing youngsters and remove heavy drinkers, though if a man could
find a drink here he was nothing if not resourceful, an admirable
quality.

Eli walked over, but watched from a
distance. Making sure John was all right was one thing, sharing his
disgrace was another.

John brushed indignity off his
made-over suit and angled his hat to its former tilt. John had
started a mustache of late and though it had begun slowly as a
dirty shadow under his nose, one could see the promising future in
his so handsome face.

A girl standing near him caught the
smile of Eli’s self-imposed distance.

“My uncle don’t find it so
funny.”

Eli then noticed her beside him. She
was a child, rebuking him with the scornful dignity of a matron,
but a child still in her white pinafore. She held her straw sailor
hat in her hand because she thought it made her look like a child,
not dreaming it was not the hat.

“Watch you don’t get no
freckles.” He refrained from pulling at one of her
braids.

“My uncle will settle him.
That’s my cousin he’s being fresh with.”

“Don’t tell me you wish it
was you?” John said as he passed her. John grinned down at her and
actually grabbed a fistful of black braid, but she only jerked her
head back and crossed her arms, standing her ground. She smiled a
little as well. Eli noticed, because he was likely to, and John did
not.

“Eli, I’ll find my own way
back.”

Eli nodded. John walked away, lost in
the crowd again. Eli stood with his hands in the pockets of his new
long pants, with the girl at his side, both watching after
John.

“So he’s y’friend,” she said
in mock contempt, as if it did not surprise her at all.

“He’s my brother, if it’s
any of your business. Well, I’m goin’ to watch the baseball now, if
you wanna follow me.”

“Who’d want to follow you?”
she pulled apart her folded arms, slamming them down at her sides.
“You’re just like y’brother.” She stomped away as much as anyone
can in hobnailed boots on damp grass. It had been drizzling since
dessert.

Eli watched her go, smiling at what she
had said. He was not like John and everybody knew it.

Eli looked around for his father,
knowing he would want to be going home soon, as being away from
Prescott too long made him anxious. He found Walter standing by the
carriage, running his hands through his graying beard, wiping the
mist off his cheeks with his handkerchief. He had known Eli would
come to find him there, he knew that John would come home when he
wanted.

“Had enough, Eli?” his
father said to cover his relief.

“Yes, Pa.” Eli freed the
horses and backed them up into the road. Walter Vaughn watched,
knowing from experience some jobs were for four hands, some were
for two. He climbed up beside Eli. Eli grasped the
reins.

“Rain doesn’t seem to be
spoiling their fun.” Walter Vaughn said, “We ought to get back to
your mother.”

“How’d y’like the old vets,
Pa?”

“Old is right. We lose a few
each time. They are the times past, Eli. Past dies slowly around
here, but it surely does die.”

Eli and Walter Vaughn turned up the
Prescott-Greenwich road, crossed the Middle Branch of the Swift
River which flowed nervously under the wooden bridge, and returned
home to the hilltown of Prescott.

The Valley was comprised of several
villages, “hollows” and minute communities which did not appear on
the state atlas. The four incorporated towns a person could
actually find on the map were called Prescott, Greenwich, Enfield,
and Dana. Prescott, where the Vaughns lived was the smallest and
most agricultural of the Valley towns. It was the most remote on
its high, stony ridge where people lived as they had lived for
three hundred years, without running water, without electricity,
without paved roads, or without help from anybody.

Some eighty miles east of here, Boston,
the Hub, formed that center of the universe from which rippled
rings of travel, trade, culture, and history. From its earliest
days, it attracted a large population, larger than that appendage
of soil could sustain. Parts of its so-called Back Bay were filled
in to create more land. As early as the colonial days the Charles
River was both its main source of water and its main repository for
sewage. It was overworked and polluted. The search for a supply of
clean, fresh water began.

It ended three centuries later in the
Swift River Valley.

 


 



CHAPTER 2

 


A web-like mist rose from the eastern
hills in an eerie display. The cooling earth, reflecting solemnly
on its wantonness in summer, prepared to repent and settle down
come autumn. There is a time in late summer when the light is
golden, the air clear and still, and a visual epiphany occurs,
possibly having to do with the equinox, which is to say there is a
scientific explanation for everything. The mystical qualities of
the land had vanished with the Algonquin, or else he was the last
to interpret them.

Eli drove the cows to water. They were
just as present-minded as he was. He finished his morning chores
and now looked forward to the haying. Eli loved farming, the hard
work, and the idea that he himself could literally reap the
benefits of his work. The first sight he remembered from childhood
was watching his father pulling a load of hay to the barn and then
toss it into the loft with the long fork, the wagon pulled by
enormous draft horses. His father had stood upon the wagon with the
shaggy mountain of sweet hay behind him, beneath him, spilling
abundant fragments from the rolling rick, as if his father were the
god of hay.

Walter Vaughn wore a sagging,
wide-brimmed hat, his beard longer then, like a prophet’s. His gray
shirt sleeves were rolled up to expose muscular, brown forearms. He
laughed at his little son and waved to him from atop the wagon like
a man who loved his work, a man who felt truly blessed and
questioned none of it.

Independence was the point of it all.
Do for yourself. Your ancestors died for independence. It was the
secular salvation in his Calvinist upbringing.

Today they slashed the hay down with a
mechanical thresher. Walter Vaughn left the machinery to Eli, as he
had never trusted anything beyond his old scythe, which hung in the
barn as a curiosity. John was also handy when it came to machines,
but only really useful when something was broken. The repetition of
farming tasks bored him and standing out in the hot sun left him
irritable and more in the mood to set fire to the hay than harvest
it.

Fortunately for John, the thresher
broke, which lifted him from near-homicidal boredom by the
opportunity to make something move. By silent agreement, Eli and
Walter left the job to him. They walked together back to the house
for noon dinner.

Eli waited a moment for his eyes to
adjust to the cool dimness of the kitchen. His mother stood at the
table in the kitchen, carefully laying down plates. She moved
deliberately, as if thinking about every move, telegraphing by her
silence that her moves cost her effort and she was sick of the
burden. Eli went to the sink and impatiently cranked the pump. When
the cold water finally regurgitated from the earth, deep beneath
the house, he caught it in the palm of his hand and smeared it
around his sticky face and neck.

His mother seemed to scan through him
with an expression of deliberate irritation.

“Hoo-aryes your
father?”

“Out back.” Eli replied,
meeting her tension with calculated calmness. His mother already
knew that his father was in the outhouse, always referred to in
vague terms such as “out back” because the outhouse and such
natural functions as were performed there were too rude to mention.
Hypnotically familiar with the small circle of her family’s
activities, yet she demanded constant verification of her constant
suspicions as the only stimulant to her own unvarying
life.

Eli’s eyes lifted across to his
mother’s face. Her former countrywoman’s ruddiness had turned
sallow. The muscles and skin of her face had fallen with her
expression in these past years. She was a few years older than his
father, but now she looked very old.

She would always wear a house-bonnet,
as they did when she was a girl, though younger people and even
some of her generation had drifted away from what was once
considered sensible, even morally correct clothing. Jerusha still
wore sober, dim colors, high-waisted day dresses that billowed down
to her ankles. No modern shirtwaists for her, no corset or girdle.
She was what she was and defied anyone to change her: a Seventeenth
century Puritan in Nineteenth century form, living to her regret
into the Twentieth century.

“Careful with that,” she
said. He held the cast iron pot in mid air, while she painstakingly
spread a small braided potholder on the table. The potholder,
braided from colorful rags, was a wedding present given to her
years ago. Jerusha Vaughn knew the history of everything she owned,
and called each story to mind if she did not always speak it aloud.
Eli knew this, and he automatically shared her thought of the
potholder as a wedding present while he set the pot upon
it.

She remained an old-Testament,
self-styled Congregationalist, which is to say she took her
scripture without milk or honey. Her proper church was the church
of Jonathan Edwards, New England’s foremost visionary and
fear-monger. It was a church mostly of her own mind and making. She
had no idea the Great Awakening was over. She believed in torment
and release from torment, that was the depth of her faith. She knew
she was saved, but grew less satisfied in the knowledge. She wanted
only to prove it before she stopped caring altogether.

Walter Vaughn stepped in briskly and
went to the pump at the sink.

“You’ve been a time.”
Jerusha said.

“What’ve you got for us?”
Walter said, peeking down into the iron pot as he wiped his hands.
He side-stepped his wife’s mood truncheons deftly, like a polished,
gallant, if unsuccessful showman. Eli set down cups of milk and
planted a hard pillow of bread on the table for something to do to
hurry the meal. He flinched in preparation when his mother scanned
the room, unnecessarily, for John.

“Hooware’s your brother?”
she addressed Eli.

“Mending the mower, Mother.”
Eli hardened himself to the penance of self-control.

Jerusha looked at him as if he were
crazy.

“Don’t he know to eat?” she
looked down in harassed attitude at the four plates on the dark
table.

Jerusha Vaughn, only forty-four, had
aged herself to an emotional invalid after the death four years ago
of her youngest son Nathaniel, who, at ten years old, was killed
playing with fireworks on the 1900 Fourth of July. Jerusha mourned
both her son and the Nineteenth Century.

“Leave him.” Walter said,
sitting down with exaggerated anticipation, “We all got our work to
do. Mother, sit down now.”

Bewildered, Jerusha dropped herself in
her chair and wiped her hands on her apron in disgust.

They were in the Last Days, she
predicted, reading her Bible. Iron battleships and men trying to
fly. They were in the last days. Nathaniel had been taken as the
century turned, and Jerusha knew nothing would be the
same.

“This is no way to live,”
she muttered, and resignedly bowed her head. Walter watched her nod
and followed her example. Eli’s head had been rigidly bowed for
some time.

“Loward, thank you for our
share of your bounty, and our place on your land.” Walter said in a
soft, lilting tenor voice he reserved for prayer.

Eli had heard the prayer a thousand
times and not understood its meaning, or at least had not agreed
with it. The bounty was theirs, the land was theirs. The risk was
theirs. He kept it to himself.

They ate the boiled vegetables they
grew and the thick slices of bread smattered with their own butter.
Gratitude may have been due the Lord, but they bore the
responsibility.

They picked out the smells of the dusty
hay and the barnyard on their clothes, of the wet Fels-Naptha soap
by the pump, of the warm, comforting steam from the potatoes and
cabbage and carrots, boiled to near-extinction.

They could hear the tinny clock in the
front room, and the afternoon rustle in the oak trees.

Eli equated the workings of his soul to
his moods and how he felt inside, instead of a separate part of
himself that he would relinquish like a claim check on Judgment
Day. Eli found his soul in their land on Prescott ridge, while his
mother kept her soul in the cupboard where the family Bible
lay.

Walter and Eli cleared the table while
Jerusha studied the remnants in the pot.

“Don’t mind,” Walter said
gently, “He’ll have ‘em cold when he gets in soon.” He filled the
wash basin for her and searched for his old straw hat. In many ways
Walter was just as set as she was. He would not go over to the
denim overalls that John and Eli found comfortable. He lived in his
homemade corduroy trousers and his loose, homemade cambric shirt
that billowed from underneath his suspenders.

“George is here.” Eli
called, “And Eliza.”

George’s father was Walter’s brother
Asa, who lay dying in bed of cancer, though nobody spoke of it.
They lived on the next farm over, slightly down the slope of the
ridge. The land had been all one property once, but as is the
custom among heirs, the land had been divided and divided again.
George had come to help with the haying, and his wife came to
visit. Pregnant and well beginning to show, for that reason Eliza
needed to excuse herself from the world before her
confinement.

This was the custom, though there was
no real need to confess her pregnancy. Jerusha could see even from
the window that Eliza was pregnant, and so could Walter and Eli. No
one would of course make notice or comment, even if she were to
deliver in blood and anguish on their doorstep, if she had not
cleared her throat in the middle of a contraction and brought the
subject up first.

Jerusha welcomed her with competence
and with no more notice than was necessary.

“Let me take y’things.”
Jerusha said, “Sit down first, child, and tell me how your people
are.”

Jerusha knew Eliza had something to say
and so gave her leave to say it.

“Well, Miz Vaughn, looks
like I’m gon’ta have a baby.” She grinned as if it were a grand
joke that went well. She looked into Jerusha’s tired, but not
unsympathetic gray eyes and saw only a mirror of her own happiness,
and none of the irony or skepticism that lingered there as
well.

“Well, that’s fine, Eliza,”
Jerusha said at last, patting Eliza’s soft, plump hand as a matter
of course. “I know Hester n’ Asa must be pleased.”

“Oh yes, though it’s not the
first grandchild for them, and George...” she smiled deeper,
carving spectacular dimples in her round, ruddy face.

“Well, that’s fine.” Jerusha
said, “I’m only up the hill, here, if you need anything, but you
might consider the huspital in Ware....”

“Oh, I hate the thought of
it,” Eliza shuddered, “I’m not fond’a hospitals....”

“You’ve never been near
one.”

“And I don’t intend t’be
caught dead in one. I’ll have Doc Wendell, and that’s enough.” She
did not notice Jerusha’s wry smile.

***

The wagon was pulled by the two large
draft horses. The thresher preceded, gleaning the ancient crop
which had been cut for centuries with a scythe cradled in a man’s
arm.

Other crops were Indian corn, rye,
buckwheat. The corn grew in straight, firm stalks, dark green
soldiers standing in line patterns which matched the ornery
contours of the uneven land. George had started an apple and pear
orchard since taking over his father’s farm. He said small fruit
orchards for hereabouts was the future, the only way Massachusetts
farmers could get a cash crop. Eli did not know if he agreed about
that, but envied him his independence. Because his father was sick,
George could run their farm his own way.

Despite the few cash enterprises that
developed, most family farms still grew small varieties of truck,
raised only the cows, pigs and fowl they needed for their own use.
Whatever they happened to have sold for cash was whatever happened
to be left over.

Little profit flowed into their kitchen
counter coffee cans, let alone bank accounts, but no one in the
Valley went hungry. They were cash-poor, but they owned their land
outright, their birthright for generations.

Eli thought of the fortune he would
make if he could run the farm. His father was too easily
satisfied.

“I know, I know, George, but
mind, your father and I were in the same way, and then your brother
moved to Hadley.” Walter Vaughn said, “How can I turn the farm over
to that John, and he not ready to settle yet? It seems like nothin’
ever works out the way you think it will….”

Eli started, but only inside himself,
careful not to show it outwardly. He had been daydreaming, but
heard his father declare in his offhand manner that he intended to
leave the farm only to John.

Eli looked at Walter out of the corner
of his eye, and Walter noticed. Walter had wanted to make himself
clear for a long time. He found his opportunity, determined not to
feel guilty about it. Eli looked away and took a drink from the
dipper that rolled in the wooden bucket. Walter knew his son’s
feelings were hurt. Well, there was no help for it. Better to be
plain about it.

The ricks stood like strangers in the
field. Eli looked at them with contempt, like someone whose
passions are denied him, who then in turn denies his own passion.
Eli looked down towards the Valley in search of equity somewhere.
The legal rights of property was what made Valley men citizens of
the Commonwealth, responsibility for that property made them men.
Here he thought he was a man, and his father said he was not. If he
were five years younger he might cry. He made a decision instead,
because any decision was relief. He decided he would get his own
land. It would be better than this hopeless chunk of sorry
hillside.

“Set to go, Eli?” his father
said to him, his only apology.

“Let’s get it done.” Eli
sneered back at him.

***

Darkness consumed the land and sky by
the time Eli came in from the field, and only lanterns and stars
braved it. The haying had been finished long before and the
equipment left idle by the barn. Eli glanced at the blades, which
he had rinsed clean with buckets of water, thinking they must be as
bone-weary as he.

Eli stumbled upon John in the
barn.

“Eli, what d’ya think? I’m
going to the mills this winter.”

Eli did not answer. He regarded John a
moment, then hung his buckets on their nails.

“Well, you don’t have much
to say. What’s the matter now?” John asked, slapping his hands on
his knees.

“Never figured you for
factory work.”

“Lot of fellows do the mills
in the winter. There’s nothing doing here, and it’s good
money.”

“You’re getting the farm,
John.”

“What? What do you
mean?”

“Pa says so.”

“Hell, Eli. You can have
it.”

“No I can’t.” Eli walked out
of the barn with nothing else to say, though John called him
once.

***

The small local mills were not the
urban coke-belching giants which made the Industrial Revolution
money-wise, power driven and ugly. These Enfield buildings were
really only the legacy of colonial mills. Planted along the Swift
River that cut through town, the Enfield mills included woolen and
cotton mills, sawmills, and the box factory located at the upper
village, called Smith’s Village. Powered by the river, they were
ramshackle buildings and for some years had become the winter
workplace of many farmers.

A new generation joined them
now, young men who found that a trade as a machinist could be just
as respectable, more profitable, than farming. These men were
called ambitious, rather than industrious. It was no longer fashionable to be industrious.

Eli decided to work in the mills this
winter, too. If John could do it, he could. He made the trip daily
from Prescott when the weather permitted, and would board over in
Enfield when winter came. John was right about the mills. Eli could
earn money for his future farm here.

Coming into Enfield, he drove past the
Swift River Hotel, a grand three-story wooden structure with an
attic level under its peaked roof. Double verandahs wound along the
building, one on the first floor and one on the second. Yellow
stagecoaches once barreled along the turnpike roads, sounding
distant horns, dropping travelers here with their gossip of the
outside world.

Summer tourists came these days, people
with money and time to spend it, people who came to the Valley on
purpose, not as a stop on the way to someplace else. They arrived
in Enfield with relief and recognition to the summer cottages they
owned on the lakes, not with the old dull surprise and scornful
amusement of those long ago travelers who may have thought the
driver had gotten them lost.

Eli began his day at the carding
machine. His mind did not wander much because he was still new
enough to the work to be afraid for his fingers.

When the dead of winter at last arrived
Eli looked forward to it and how it would set him totally free from
the farm, and he found himself a room with a family in Enfield
called Pratt. Mr. Pratt was part owner of a mill in Ware. Too ill
from a weak heart to work now, he lived in genteel semi-retirement
in his fine Enfield home. He intended his three daughters to be
well educated, as he had been to Amherst College. The eldest had
already started her first term at Mt. Holyoke College in South
Hadley, still called the Ladies’ Seminary by a nostalgic
few.

Mrs. Pratt, a self-disciplined and
self-designed mistress whose sense of duty fueled itself mainly by
her fidgety need for something to do, Mrs. Pratt was equal in her
supervision of Eli as she was of her girls. He paid a small fee for
his room and board, and also took care of firewood and other men’s
jobs in exchange for his laundry, his noon meal with the Pratts and
sometimes Sunday dinner, when he was not taking Sunday dinner home
or with his cousin Sam’s family in Greenwich. Mrs. Pratt saw that
he was well fed and that he went to church. Eli did not mind the
supervision, he had been under his parents’ supervision all his
life, and rather enjoyed the larger and more polished choir of the
Enfield Congregational Church. Across the road stood Enfield’s fine
two-story brick Town Hall, where Eli sometimes stood flat against
the wall at a country dance, without Mrs. Pratt to observe him. Eli
settled himself safely into the Pratts’ routine, convincing himself
of his independence.

He met the eldest daughter on her term
break. Jane was tall, wore cologne, and smiled squarely, barely
parting her lips, and wore the appearance, at least to Eli, of
being modern.

The middle girl, called Hattie, was a
heavier version of Jane, a little less fine in that Eli sensed she
was not as smart or ambitious. He could not see Miss Harriet going
to the ladies’ seminary. Likely, she would marry soon. He wrote her
off as a younger version of her brusquely capable
mother.

The youngest girl was going on fifteen,
changing her pinafore for a house apron when she had to, hunting
wildflowers along the Swift River when it suited her, and making
the daily trip to Belchertown for high school with resignation. Her
name was Mary, but she was dallying with the idea of calling
herself Mae because “Mary” was too old-fashioned. She smiled at
Elijah Vaughn’s Old Testament name.

It was the girl at the Greenwich
Sesquicentennial, who had criticized John.

“Knew you’d get freckles if
you didn’t wear your hat.”

“Welcome to our home, Mr.
Vaughn.” She dismissed Eli as she was in turn dismissed by her
mother.

Eli’s room had dark, large floral print
paper. The bed was oak with a feather mattress under a patchwork
quilt, not a crunchy cornstalk mattress as he had at home. A small
table by the bed, a small oval mirror above, washbasin and pitcher,
and a wide oak wardrobe that entirely swallowed his two sets of
overalls and three white shirts. He was wearing his Sunday
suit.

Here, Eli realized the inferior quality
of his life in Prescott, yet he knew that he was not inferior to
the Pratts. Like them, he was Puritan descended, and his yeoman
ancestry, his independence, made him an equal to Mr. Pratt and his
property and his floral wallpaper. And his brand new indoor
plumbing. A real wonder. Not a corn cob or mail order catalogue in
sight. That indoor privy, created from an upstairs closet, was a
wonder.

Eli felt quite happy with himself. He
wondered if John was, too.

John had left the farm for winter work
in the box factory at nearby Smith’s Village, but grew bored and
decided to go to Springfield, instead. That was a bigger
step.

Springfield, about twenty miles to the
southwest, a real city of concrete, stone and steel, with
streetcars and motorcars, held all races of people and all manner
of foreign born. Living with the Pratts was adventure enough for
Eli.

“Dear Mother and
Father,

I send this by mail, even though I know
if I sent it by Henry the Fishman it would get to you sooner. I
thought perhaps you might like to see the stamp. We did not get
mail often at home and I can tell you it is for certain a change to
send a letter as much to get one. Mother, you must not mind John
going for Springfield is not so far. The Rabbit will bring John
back as easy as it took him. I will see him off tomorrow, and
remind him of his home and property here. I know the Good Lord will
mind your cares. I will close now, and remain Your Devoted
Son,

Elijah.”

Eli prided himself for a very devoted
son, and as such wanted his parents to feel his spite. Eli sealed
the envelope, carried it to the Post Office in Mr. Howe’s store,
took the little square, pink, two-cent stamp with Washington’s
picture on it and stuck it to the envelope after wiping it across
his tongue. He enjoyed that. Not as much as the indoor privy, but
he enjoyed it.

Indoor plumbing had long been
commonplace in the cities like Springfield. In Boston, whose
population had expanded rapidly in the 1800s, the urgent need for a
stable water supply led to the search for new sources of water
beyond the great city itself.

While John and Eli lived away from the
Prescott farm for the first time in their lives, many miles east of
the Valley, the Wachusett Reservoir was being constructed. Fed by
the Nashua River, parts of the towns of Boylston, West Boylston and
Clinton were taken by eminent domain. Completed in 1908, the
Wachusett Reservoir would be the largest manmade reservoir in the
world, but only for a while.

It was a subject that fascinated Walter
Vaughn, who read everything he could about it in the newspapers he
got a few days after they were published.

 


 



CHAPTER 3

 


For Walter and Jerusha Vaughn the
winter’s ordinary stillness cut deep into their dread and
depression, and the sharp, crystal land seemed to dominate them
right through the windows. He overworked himself doing nothing, and
she felt crazed. As spring came closer their anxiety grew. John
sent them no word of returning home. They were reluctant to admit
the impossible.

They had never been alone together
before, even from the first days of their marriage. Being alone
seemed unnatural now and they grew self-conscious in each other’s
presence, found relief in irritation.

“Can’t we ask Eli to bring
him back?” she asked, aborting the pretense.

“We can’t ask Eli anything
now. Let’s see what kind of men they are.”

John spent the following planting
season in Springfield, where he met Greeks, Poles, European Jews of
various nationalities, Negroes, a crush of humanity. Fascinated by
them all, as he rode the noisy, anarchic trolleys up and down Main
Street.

He took a job as an assistant to a
photographer. In the studio he met whole immigrant families whose
gray rags or native costume worn during the week would be shed for
one American outfit to wear for pictures to send back to
Europe.

An Italian family came in and John saw
that the lady, who might have covered herself in dark clothing for
work during the week, walked into the studio in a skirt and white
shirtwaist, a feathered straw hat nestled on a pompadour that would
match the style of any elegant American lady. She made his mother
look like a hag.

She would send the picture of her
smiling self in her American attire, her husband with his proud
countenance from under the straw boater and show her family how
well they were doing. They worked in sweatshops and lived in a
fourth-floor cold water flat, but even though the streets were not
paved with gold, they would not tell this to their family in Italy.
They were too proud. Besides, they were in fact, successful and
success is almost always subjective.

Had they known the handsome young
assistant to the photographer was heir to twenty acres of hilltop
farmland they would have considered him royalty. It gave John a
greater appreciation of his inheritance, but he still did not want
to go home to that empire. Not just yet.

A harvest had come and gone since he
had been away. Eli worked the land, as usual with competence but
with a new deference and distance that was on purpose and
calculated to affect his father. It did. It made Walter more
stubborn in his decision and irritable that his sons should be so
contrary. Walter wrote to John to come home and take his place,
that were it not for Eli, he could not work the land by himself and
take care of Mother. Eli wrote to John as well, but his letters
were almost in the form of reports on the progress of the farm, a
servile, solicitous correspondence that puzzled John as much as his
father’s frustrated, petulant epistles annoyed him. John postponed
his visits. He realized he should tell them directly that he did
not want the farm, but inside he was pleased to be
propertied.

Greuber, the photographer for whom he
worked, had plans to open another studio in New York
City.

John decided to come home for one last
visit to say goodbye, inside himself if not aloud. Walter and
Jerusha did not know this was John’s goodbye, and having pinned
their hopes on Eli for bringing John home for good, were pleased
with Eli for his success.

Eli shrugged off their sudden warmth,
and though he thought he forgave John for being John years ago,
there was a part of him which felt a lifetime on that farm with his
parents was just what John deserved.

Eli had other plans for himself, still
being cautiously formed. In 1906 he was twenty years old. It was
time he courted seriously, and decided this as mechanically as
glancing at the calendar to decide when to plant. He wrote in
Mary’s school autograph book at her invitation,

‘May you through life be
happy,

And your friends prove kind &
true.

May the bitter cup of
sorrow,

Never be for you.’

... right after the place where her
grandmother wrote:

‘May Angels guard you with
particular care,

And every Blessing fall to Mary’s
share--’

Her grandmother possessed beautiful
Spencerian handwriting, much more suitable to the calico-covered
autograph book than his grammar school penmanship, though his verse
was similar to the others written by her friends and therefore
measured up.

Mary was sixteen. Her face was losing
its baby-roundness. Her figure had formed, what he could see of it,
and she was putting up her dark hair behind her mother’s
back.

A junior Gibson Girl, Mary was slim and
graceful, with deep blue eyes and a charming attitude of being
aware of these things. She had brought Eli his dinner to the mill a
few times, and he had sometimes met her at the train from school
and walked her home. He became her servant in her search for
lady’s-slippers and hazelnuts, and in turn she gave him the
assumption of being courted.

No lovemaking occurred between them, no
flirtation and no expectation, but in a small town it is convenient
to find a proxy lover. It allows one the privilege of company at
dances and hay rides and sugaring-off parties without being called
bold, and yet allows the freedom of marrying someone else if
desired.

As part of this arrangement, Mary went
with Eli, and Eli’s cousin George and his wife Eliza and their
year-old son Alonzo to meet John at the Enfield station.

Eli took charge of the assembly on the
station platform. Eli took Alonzo in his arms, and Mary reached up
to pat Alonzo’s bottom in a grown-up, motherly way. There was a
psychological instant they played father and mother and baby. They
smiled at each other when the Rabbit train came into view through
the woods at the bottom of Great Quabbin Hill. They all began to
clap for the Rabbit, and for John.

John climbed into the carriage
sheepishly; he did not expect a welcoming committee. Little Alonzo
cried most of the way home in his mother’s arms. John smiled
briefly at the baby out of courtesy, then dismissed him and
listened absently to George’s description of his laying out of a
new apple orchard on his land next to theirs. John looked up at the
two wooded hills in Enfield that both bore the name of Quabbin. He
knew he was home. They were sentries to this place. Eli followed
John’s gaze to the hills. They had found arrowheads there as
boys.

Great Quabbin Hill and Little Quabbin
Hill in the town of Enfield were names left from the first owners
of the land. In the language of the Nipmucs of the long
dispossessed Algonquin nation, the word “Quabbin” was said to mean
“land of many waters” and referred to the convergence of the three
branches of the Swift River.

Mount Pomeroy and Mount Lizzie in
Greenwich were both named for early victims of Indian attacks. Mr.
Pomeroy was put to death on the hill that later took his name, and
Mrs. Elizabeth Rowlandson was executed on the hill later named for
her. Arrowheads and stories gave the Valley children scant clues
about their home, but not of how it compared to other parts of the
American nation.

Mount Pomeroy stood a little over 930
feet in height, and Mount Lizzie was just under 900 feet. Even
heights on the Prescott ridge, the highest point in the Swift River
Valley hovered only just over 1200 feet. Since the highest point in
Massachusetts is only just under 3500 feet, height is relative.
Perspective is subjective, it was to the colonists who settled a
wild Massachusetts, and it was to their progeny coping with another
kind of survival.

***

John scanned the choppy furrows of his
father’s newly plowed field for a fresh perspective. The turning of
the cold earth had released that deep, rich scent. All around him
the soft rain tickled the distant trees, the small rock garden, his
own back.

His father sat in the parlor
reading a week old Athol
Transcript. His mother churned butter with
self-absorbed rhythm. John knew this without seeing it. He found
Eli in the barn.

Eli sat on a milking stool, a harness
draped over his lap. He looked up as John pushed aside the barn
door.

“You should have been born a
girl.” John said. Eli looked up, gripping the awl and setting his
legs farther apart.

“And why is
that?”

“Then there wouldn’t be this
thing between us. Y’could have your own life apart from the farm,
not just a copy of Father’s.”

“Better not tell people
what’s good for them.”

“What has this place ever
done for him?”

Eli looked up. “Do not now or ever tell
me what to do, or tell me what you think. I don’t care.”

John pushed himself off the wall. He
put his hands on his hips. “Why don’t you stop being such a damned
priss ....” Before he could finish, Eli was up. He threw himself
with such force at John, tripping over the harness that fell from
his lap, that John stumbled back against the barn wall. The old
wall shuddered, dust sprinkled down upon them from the hayloft, the
lantern mounted by John’s head jumped from the spot, and their
father’s scythe dropped from the pegs that held it. John grappled
for the lantern by his face to push it away from Eli. Eli thrust
his arm out and knocked the scythe away to protect John. They
stepped away from each other, breathless.

“Blade cut you?” John
asked.

Eli shook his head. John settled his
hat and walked out of the barn. Eli wished he had asked John if the
lantern burned him. It was too late now.

The rain poured suddenly harder and
dropped a curtain of water down upon Prescott Hill, and John pulled
his old hat firmer upon his head. He had taken off his city clothes
his first day home. They made him conspicuous, and it embarrassed
him. He was angry at having to be embarrassed.

He dug his heels into the soft ground
and ran across the field towards the house, but he passed the
house, and ran instead to the muddy road, pitted, and full of ruts
and holes of rain. He ran until his legs felt the strain of dodging
ruts and clumps of mud, until his lungs hurt, sick of hearing the
rhythmic thud of the rain on his hat brim, feeling the cold trickle
on his cheeks, feeling the weight of his wet clothes dragging on
his shivering body. He leapt onto the porch of Berry’s store and
stomped up and down to shake off the wet, the mud, and his
feelings. He took off his hat and slapped it against a porch beam,
and caught his breath before stepping into the store.

Miss Rebecca looked at him from behind
the counter, with a strange expression, as if she expected him. Her
hands folded neatly on the dark, worn wood, her chin lifted
slightly and she seemed to smile from behind her round spectacles.
She breathed neat slices of air through her small nose as if
excited and trying not to show it. Her eyes did not dart over him.
No sir, Miss Rebecca did not scrutinize people, for that would be
rude. She looked a person in the eye, or else stared just over his
shoulder.

Everything about her was muted and
curtailed. She had operated the store with her married brother for
years, since John was a child, and also cared for her ailing mother
in a back room where ailing people belonged. Her brother, Mr.
Berry, meandered in the storeroom, arranging his springtime stock
of plow blades and hayseed, axes and shovels. He left notions and
yard goods to his sister Rebecca. He loved shiny metal. He almost
wished he were a farmer, but the store had been left to him by
their father, and that had spared him from making an agonizing
choice.

His sister had been called Old Miss
Rebecca by children since she was in her late twenties. Her
maturity, a daunting thing for suitors but convenient to a
proprietress, came upon her early. Now at thirty-five, she seemed
much younger, in an ironic twist of hormones, or attitude, for the
first time in her life, than her actual age. The first gray streaks
in her hair seemed only to spotlight that which was left of its
natural chestnut color. The tiny lines around her eyes gave
attention to them, accenting their brilliance, their expression of
what might have been mirth held in reserve. Her pale, clear-skinned
face suddenly began to mirror her vast personal feelings and she
had achieved beauty in her maturity that she never had as a sallow,
near-sighted child.

John scratched the stubble on his cold,
wet cheek, and stepped towards the counter. He rested his hands
upon the counter near hers. He smiled in the middle of a shiver.
She stepped smoothly, carefully around the counter, and placed her
thin, warm hand gently on his wet sleeve.

“Come you.” She spoke
softly, barely audibly, and led him to the old Windsor chair by the
stove. There was the old black coffeepot on the stove. Miss Rebecca
poured in the mixture of browned bread crusts, egg shells, and a
little actual coffee, into the pot. She poured the brew into a
china cup and saucer with a delicate rose pattern. Such fine china
tea sets were unusual in Prescott, but everyone living in the
Valley towns had something pretty to compliment or to defy the
daily reality of their lives. They were not sure that daily reality
could be called poverty, in a word, but there was room for
speculation. Still, hardly a home did not have a “good” table
cloth, or a “good” pitcher, or a “good” highboy or other piece of
furniture. Miss Rebecca’s cups and saucers were her “good” thing,
her pretty trifle.

She put the cup and saucer into John’s
hands, folding his cold fingers over the china, passing him an
opened tin of Uneeda biscuits.

“Sit, young man.” she
murmured and went to get the crocheted afghan from her
parlor.

The rain had slowed to a steady
drizzle. Miss Rebecca had made more coffee, and John removed his
boots and placed them near the stove with his coat and shirt. He
sat nestled in Miss Rebecca’s afghan. He guessed that it had been
an item for her hope chest. That interested him. He would have
liked to have a peek inside her, as one would peek into a hope
chest.

They talked a little in slow, quiet
words, interrupted only a few times by her brother Mr. Berry, who
whispered to her,

“Why can’t John Vaughn just
go home and take his clothes off there instead of in the middle of
my store?” Miss Rebecca shushed him.

A group of three children stumbled in
for molasses. As it dripped from the container into the pail they
brought for that purpose, the children voted on which penny candy
they would choose.

John sipped his coffee, slouched in his
chair, and watched the children, ragged from the rain, but bright
with unused energy and fun.

“Thank you, Miss Rebecca,”
they called as they clutched a chocolate drop each, and shared the
carrying of the molasses as an important job between them, and
slammed the battered screen door as they stepped out onto the
porch.

“How many chocolate drops
you sold in your life, Rebecca?” John broke the silence after they
left. She smiled at him from behind the counter, amused that he had
omitted the “Miss.” No one ever did, except her brother and
sister-in-law and her mother, and they demanded much of her. She
had no close women friends. Other women melted under her quiet
interest, believing her to be judgmental when she was actually
fairly unassuming. Unaware of this, she naively accepted people’s
distance as a display of awkward respect.

“How is it you never
married?” he demanded, foolishly and rudely, he knew. Still, he
smiled. He knew she would not be offended.

“There’s probably a reason,”
she said, “I don’t look too hard for it.”

He looked at her hands neatly folded on
the counter.

“I’m going to New York
City.” It felt good to confess it to someone.

“Don’t forget
us.”

“You’ve never been more than
five miles from here, hey?”

She fingered the fabric of her sleeve.
She shook her head.

He wanted to share the Windsor chair by
the stove with her, both of them folded into the afghan. Mr. Berry
came in again to sift the bucket of nails and look out the window,
and straighten a bolt of cloth. He disappeared into the storeroom
upstairs again.

John jerked his head towards
him.

“He want me to buy
something?”

Rebecca grinned. She did not act like
he was committing blasphemy by going to New York City. Why couldn’t
Eli understand him like this? His own brother for God’s
sake.

He pulled on his boots and slipped into
his shirt, not buttoning it but pulling his coat on over it. He
stepped up to the counter, folding the warm afghan in his hands. He
placed it on the counter, and placed his hand on
Rebecca’s.

“In that case, I’ll take
some chocolate drops.” He gave her a penny, rubbing the profile of
the Indian before he placed it into her palm. She gave him a little
fold of parcel paper with the candy tucked inside.

“I’ll keep ‘em
forever.”

Then he leaned across the dark counter
and the afghan and softly kissed her cheek.

“G’bye Rebecca,” he said at
the door, “Thank you for keeping me warm.”

***

“Come Thou Almighty
King

Help us Thy name to
sing

Help us to
praise,

Father all
glorious,

O’er all
victorious

Come and reign over
us....”

The lilac bloomed fresh and sweet
outside the open window, on the other side of the stained
glass.

Reverend Holland smoothed the Bible
page underneath his white hand and let the small congregation
settle a moment before he began his sermon.

He had only been to the Prescott Hill
Congregational Church for three months, and had an idea from the
still, ghastly stoic congregation that he would be on probation for
another twenty years. He had only just graduated from the seminary.
He waited another moment and began another sermon on
brotherhood.

Jerusha Vaughn stiffened and audibly
sighed. Changes in the Congregational church occurring
coincidentally during her lifetime led away from Jonathan Edwards
and his splendid horror tales of endless torment. They left Jerusha
Vaughn and her revered Nineteenth Century struggling for survival.
The Twentieth Century seemed not to be about a quest for salvation,
but only for peacefulness.

Peacefulness had its boundaries. For
Jerusha, and for most of her congregation, 1906 was still too early
for ecumenical services between faiths. It was not even quite time
yet for tolerance among Protestants for other Protestants. In the
Valley, unions and separations occurred regularly among sects. For
the most part Methodists were merely tolerated as competitors and
Baptists still looked upon as exhibitionists. The New England
Congregationalists, the church of Edwards and of the Mathers and
Jerusha Vaughn was holding itself in reserve, though perhaps they
were not as bigoted as they were baffled. The Protestant church
since its beginnings had been a movement of intellect, of
reasoning, of debate over man’s proper place and his significance,
if any, among the Mysteries. Mysteries in fact, were disdained.
Jerusha personally had about as much respect for them as dust
bunnies under the furniture.

Jerusha glanced briefly at Walter, and
at Eli. John was not with them.

While the Roman Catholic faith, Judaism
and the faiths of the Near and Far East born across the ocean and
brought to America in trunks and satchels had thrived on the
rituals of their carriers and not a few miracles, the Protestant
Christian became the doubtful child of the Western world,
paradoxically just as full of faith and yet demanding to know the
logic behind his own salvation, and reason for others’ failing to
be saved. There was a constant redefining of his faith, of his
expressions of his faith, of his very soul.

Their Cousin Sam Vaughn, his wife
Agnes, and their young son Tyler shared their pew today. They had
come up from Greenwich special to visit because John had come
home.

In every New England town it seems
there is a hill, even if only metaphorically. At the top of this
hill, there is a plain, white Congregational church. Pristine and
quiet, painted and photographed, emblazoned upon Christmas cards
and revered in the hearts of even New England Catholics, this
architecture stands for New England the way cranberries and autumn
foliage does. It has become a symbol. The gospel according to
Currier and Ives.

Eli leaned wearily on the minister’s
words, on the lilac, and his own thoughts, and searched for a
comfortable position for his tailbone. He was close to
sleep.

In Prescott as in the other Swift River
Valley towns, the day of Edwards was slowly ending. Their God still
the God of the Old Testament, jealous and punishing.

Walter Vaughn had been peacefully
unconscious for some time, as he was most Sundays from boredom, the
soft warm breeze, and a week of hard work. It was not easy for a
hard-working man to be suddenly idle one day of the week even if it
was decreed in Scripture. Instead of relaxing it made him fall
apart.

When around the turn of the century a
thing called “brotherhood” sold in a way ascension robes were sold
some sixty years before, it came to the Swift River Valley in a
furtive way. Young ministers, like Reverend Holland, were bringing
it in the way children sneak a stray dog into the house,
apologetically, trying to prove its usefulness, hoping it will win
the folks over.

Jerusha Vaughn was not to be won over
easily. She preferred religion straight up, with the vigorous
scrubbing of hours-long sermons she heard as a girl. Tolerance
among different peoples seemed a watered-down religion to her. It
did not seem to have anything to do with saving her own soul. Her
soul was her business, other people’s souls were theirs. Even
heathens had the divine right to be left alone.

In service of the Lord she attended
monthly missionary meetings which through middlemen sent God’s Word
out of her hilltop church into the dirty wilds of Africa with a
demure but off-key chorus of “From Greenland’s Icy Mountains” and a
clothing drive, but her heart wasn’t in it. She still felt it was
none of their business.

Jerusha noticed Tyler’s straight
posture that seemed to indicate he was paying attention and
contriving to benefit from this sermon. Actually, he was mentally
trying to assuage an itch.

Tyler was ten years old. He was a good
boy. He did his chores, and studied hard at school. There was talk
even now that he might be fit for more than farming. Once the noble
occupation of the yeoman class, farming slipped in consequence,
considered by some to be the repository of young men with no
ambition and little other talent.

Eli glanced at his mother and as usual,
knew what she was thinking, saw her approval of Tyler. He looked at
Tyler, mistrustful and slightly disgusted. Eli believed farming to
be noble. This kid shouldn’t set himself above it, or his elders
shouldn’t.

Eli scuffed his boots on the pine board
floor. Mary was not with him now. Their friendship had not advanced
so far as for her to visit with his family in Prescott. He felt
alone and wished her here. He felt like a stranger in his family.
He had always thought amusedly that John was the odd one, the black
sheep of the parable.

I guess it’s really
me, he thought.

John had left last night. He took his
bundle and himself out his bedroom window, right after coming home
from Miss Rebecca’s store, leaving a note for Eli.

His father had not spoken to
Eli since Eli read the note to him. The last time a Vaughn ran away
from Prescott was during Shays’ Rebellion. At least
he had a good
excuse.

In 1795, eight years after Daniel Shays
plotted his Rebellion against the Commonwealth at Conkey’s Tavern
in what would later become the town of Prescott, Boston’s need for
water forced it to become creative, or die, so water was taken from
Jamaica Pond in nearby Roxbury, the first step westward of
many.

In 1822, Boston had grown large enough
to become a city. That same year, many miles westward, Prescott
became a town. The rebellion borne there by the previous generation
had been thoroughly crushed. The people in Prescott took their
water from backyard wells, streams, and a river. The rebellion may
have been crushed, but the water was still left to make them
independent.

 


 



CHAPTER 4

 


Walter shouted at Eli, “Your brother is
a lazy, irresponsible fool....”

“Agreed.”

“I’m not asking you what you
think. I know what you think. You’re so greedy for this farm, you’d
push me and your mother aside in a minute if I let you. Well I’m
not letting you. Don’t you look astonished. I know what you’re
about.”

Eli looked back at his mother, who gave
no confirmation of her feelings. She was working too hard at
looking stricken.

“I don’t deserve that,” Eli
answered, his cold, flinty eyes the mirror of his father’s, but the
self-satisfied master of the smooth, quiet hatred in his own voice,
“but I’m glad you said it. Now I know.” He turned from the
room.

“Where are you going?”
Jerusha called.

“Enfield.”

“Walter, stop
him.”

“Let him go. Who needs
him?”

“Eli...?”

Eli called from his room.

“I’ll be back for your
planting. Like a good son.”

***

Eli put his bundle of clothes down on
the porch and smoothed his hair under his hat.

“Everything all right at
home?” Mary asked, sitting there as if she expected him.

“Everything’s cut, winnowed,
stored, hung, jellied, smoked, or canned. Or dead.”

“That’s a tidy report. Come
into the house.”

“Your parents will take me
again?”

“Need you ask?”

Mr. Pratt enjoyed treating Eli like a
son at his disposal. When his bad spell came in the middle of
January, Eli went for the doctor, Eli helped him to bed, amused him
with checkers.

“They must truly appreciate
you at home, Eli,” Mr. Pratt said, again and again. Eli’s stoic
male company soothed him. Eli only smiled, and read to him from the
newspaper. He did not want to talk of home.

Eli drove Mrs. Pratt in the buggy and
maintained with her the delicate position of family friend,
boarder, and servant in such a gallant and privately self-superior
way that even she was impressed. She uncharacteristically allowed
herself to be taken care of, which alarmed the girls. It showed she
was somehow slipping. Their father had been slipping for as long as
they could remember, it no longer had an effect upon them. They
were not ready to let their mother become dependent as
well.

“Eli, you’ll be here for our
Quabbin Club Guest Night, won’t you?” Mrs. Pratt poked her head
from the kitchen.

“Yes ma’am, thank
you.”

Mary snorted an unmaidenly
chortle.

The Quabbin Club was similar to many
ladies’ clubs across the nation, formed by community pillars and
run exclusively to add to the social sphere in town, to aid the
community with good works, to better themselves by improving their
minds with study, and to discuss those not present. The annual
Guest Night was to be held in Mrs. Pratt’s parlor this
year.

Men were allowed at this occasion. Men
were decorative if they were quiet. Tonight the speaker was a
professor of Ornithology from Amherst College, who Jane’s beau Mr.
Davis, late of Amherst College himself, had hunted up for them.
Robert Davis’ Bachelor’s Degree paled beside Eli’s
indispensability, and he wanted to be in like Eli.

Mr. Pratt, gratefully too weak for
company, spent the evening in his bedroom with a large,
water-damaged volume of Tennyson. Since it always irritated his
wife when he behaved in a vague manner to her guests, which he
always did, it was just as well. He could be as vague as he wanted
in his room. Eli was the only one who said goodnight to him. Then
he set up the borrowed chairs.

He arranged them in what he imagined
was an audience-formation, while Mary bounced out of the kitchen
with a tray of deviled eggs.

“Hey, you’ll drop that!” Eli
smiled and took the tray from her, setting it upon the sideboard.
Then he took a step back from her and folded his arms. She touched
him with a sidelong glance, then nodded to the chairs.

“You must have done this
before in somebody else’s parlor. We’ll just leave everything to
you, Mr. Vaughn, and I shall go make myself pretty.”

“You’re pretty
enough.”

“I’m pretty enough for you,
but what about the Amherst fellows? I think they have higher
standards. But no, I think nobody has higher standards than you, do
they Eli?”

“Your mother know you got
your hair up?”

“I’m seventeen years old.
Here, look what else I can do,” she rushed to the Victrola and
began the business of setting up a disk. She searched among a set
of paper envelopes for something to dance to, but her father had
acquired too many ballads of John McCormack and beautiful but
complex Slavic violin pieces of Fritz Kreisler, listening music to
Mary and not dancing music. Dancing music did not require one to
think, only to move.

“Why don’t you at least wind
it up for me?” she mumbled into the cabinet, and Eli quietly set a
chair down and put a hand on her shoulder.

“Forget that,” he said,
“It’s too much bother for a minute of dancing, and there’s no room.
Sometime I’ll take you to one a’ High Harry Smith’s
do’s.”

“Dancing on the mountain? Is
there still carrying on up there?”

“What do you know about it?
You’re not old enough to remember anything. There was a time,
little girl, when the hill people would have parties and games,
contests. Now they’re just as proper as you, more so. They don’t
dance at all anymore, being a sin you know, while you here in
Enfield got church halls done up for all kinds of parties.
Scandalous.”

“That where High Harry
plays?”

“When they can find him
fairly sober.” Eli had removed his hand from her shoulder. The
novelty of being in a room alone together, despite the clattering
of Mrs. Pratt and the older girls in the kitchen, gave Eli and Mary
the kind of subtle adventure one finds when he looks in the mirror.
Self-knowledge in a stolen glance of intimacy.

Jane bumped through the door. They each
took a quick step back from one another, noticed with superior
amusement by Jane who was too vain herself to be a chaperone for
anyone else. She set a tray of freshly washed punch glasses on the
sideboard.

“Has Mary recited her piece
for you, Eli?” Jane asked while Eli followed with his eyes the
slender tapering made by her corset.

“Jane, you would bring that
up!” Mary said, annoyed, leaning on the Victrola cabinet. “I’m
giving the infernal ‘Hadley Weathercock’ again.”

Eli laughed, “I never heard it called
‘The Infernal Hadley Weathercock.’ Are you speaking as well, Miss
Pratt?”

“My young man has snared the
speaker, so I am blessedly free of any other obligation to this
evening,” she rolled her eyes and resumed her fine, jaw-uplifted
pose.

“Neither of you sound like
you’ll be enjoying this at all.” Eli’s brows converged with hasty
befuddlement, which Mary loved.

“Oh,” Mary said, “It’s
nice…I suppose.”

“Yes, but more so if you
happen to have talent, which Mary and I do not. But, we have to do
right by Mother.” Jane winked at Mary, “What can you offer towards
the evening, Mr. Vaughn?”

“Leave him alone, Jane,”
Mary said irritably and moved to leave but would not leave Jane and
Eli alone, not exactly for the same reason Jane would not leave Eli
and Mary alone. She wondered why Eli did not think of leaving, and
then of course it would be all right. He seemed to have no notion
of leaving, instead he put his right hand in his pocket, seemed to
think for a moment, then tapped a finger lightly on Jane’s arm. He
began:

“In good King Charlie’s
golden days,

When loyalty no harm
meant,

A zealous high-churchman
was I,

And so I got
preferment.

To teach my flock I never
missed:

Kings were by God
appointed,

And lost are those who dare
resist

Or touch the Lord’s
anointed.

And this is law that I’ll
maintain

Until my dying day,
sir,

That whosoever king shall
reign,

Still I’ll be Vicar of
Bray, sir.

 


When royal James possessed
the crown,

And popery grew in
fashion,

The penal laws I hooted
down,

And read the
declaration:

The Church of Rome I found
would fit

Full well my
constitution:

And I had been a
Jesuit

But for the
revolution.”

Eli ran through a couple more verses,
then stopped to see if he was being laughed at.

“Go on.” Jane
urged.

“How much longer is it?”
Mary asked. Her sigh was meant to hurry him along.

“Mary chooses her verses by
the line. Go on please.”

Eli felt brave and
continued.

“When royal Anne became our
queen,

The Church of England’s
glory,

Another face of things was
seen,

And I became a
Tory:

Occasional conformists
base,

I blamed their
moderation:

And thought the Church in
danger was

By such
prevarication.”

He took another breath, racing with the
mantel clock and ran through a few more verses, ending confidently
with the immortal lines,

“That whatsoever king shall
reign,

Still I’ll be Vicar of
Bray, sir.”

“You recite very nicely,”
Jane said, covering her smile, but also discovering that though the
heavier hill accent might sound comic in comparison to the
carefully intoned speech of the college men at Amherst, it was
ideally suited for poetry and seemed to render even the chestnuts
rugged and firm, and full of irony. The poem was rough. It suited
Eli. This would have disappointed him. He thought the poem refined
and so bothered to learn it.

The “Vicar of Bray,” a lesson in how
hypocrisy helps people individually and collectively to survive in
changing times, was so old nobody knew who wrote it. It had gone by
the way of more fashionable poets like Longfellow and Whittier.
Unknown to the Valley elocutionists, Longfellow and Whittier were
now also passé, in favor of Carl Sandburg, as would be Robert
Frost, who in their way reflected back to the earthiness of those
colonial bards. But nobody told them in the Valley.

Mr. Pratt, who enjoyed his library
mainly because he enjoyed collecting things, would have been
appalled that his superior collection of Longfellow and similar
stupefyingly rhythmic works, triumphantly New England, were
considered in some circles to be sweet, sentimental,
laughable.

Eli’s appreciation of poetry was based
on the coveted ability to memorize.

“Fifty-six lines,” he
answered Mary’s question.

“Well, that’s something,
Eli,” Jane shook her head behind a smile and retreated to the
kitchen whether proper or not.

That evening after Mrs. Atchinson
presented her paper on the feeding habits of migratory songbirds,
and after little Agnes Pierce sang “... softly, softly, Jesus is
calling...” in a teeth-clenching piano duet with her cousin Emily,
and Mary doggedly delivered her poem to the parlor audience of
attentive ladies and their decorative husbands or beaus or whoever
they could get to come with them.

“The wind blew south, the
wind blew north;

I saw an army marching
forth;

And when the wind was
hushed and still,

I heard them talk of Bunker
Hill.”

 


She tried to sound like Eli.

At least, she comforted herself,
neither she nor her audience had to suffer through “Curfew Must Not
Ring Tonight.”

Eli watched from the back of the
crowded room. He held a punch glass, which he rolled back and forth
in his grip to feel the rough-cut design rub his rough
palm.

As Mary finished, Eli waved her to the
porch, then set his glass down on the highboy without turning to
see if she had acknowledged him.

In a moment she joined him.

With his hands held in a knot behind
his back, he rolled his gaze through the dark yard, and the night
sky beyond the porch roof, until her small figure stood beside him.
He leaned over quickly and kissed her.

“Eli!” she was careful not
to pull away too fast.

“We won’t be alone in
another minute. I had to make a quick decision.”

Mary stepped back, frowned at her shoes
a moment, then looked back up at him. He was inconveniently
tall.

“Don’t get ahead of
yourself,” she said for something to say.

“No, I think it’s time I got
on with this. I want to marry. Shall I ask your father?”

“Father’s already
married.”

He threw his head back and blew a
short, red-faced laugh to the porch roof, and she was
relieved.

“All right for him, but what
about you?” He recovered much more quickly than she did.

“Eli,” Mary tried to laugh
again, but her sudden embarrassment choked her, “‘Course I like
you. I’m not prissy enough to pretend I don’t. I...just don’t think
you should talk about this. Not tonight. I don’t know what my
mother would say. I’m only seventeen. You know that. I think we
should go inside now.”

He caught her hand.

“I know all that, but I hate
games, and I won’t play them. I love you, please marry me. You
won’t regret it, but I won’t ask you again. Of course it’s got to
be all right with your parents, and to wait and all, that’s fine,
but you’d better make up your own mind as to how you feel because I
will ask them.”

“Eli ....”

“I think we both know
they’ll approve, so it’s really up to you.”

“Well, who are you
suddenly?!” Mary pulled her arm away and he let her. He considered
her calmly behind his suddenly resentful glare and stepped to the
door. His large hand covering the glass knob, he leaned on the door
a moment.

“I’m the best man that’s
ever going to go into your father’s room and ask him for your
hand.”

“You leave my father alone.
I mean it. You’re taking advantage, Eli.”

He did not see the tears form behind
her eyes because of the dark, but he heard them in her voice. The
doorknob rattled as someone tried to come out onto the porch, but
Eli held it shut.

“Your father is letting go
his share of the Ware mill to pay all the bills that cropped up
from his illness. Hattie’s not going to the ladies’ college not
just because she doesn’t want to. Your folks have got enough on
their minds, and I think they’d be glad to see you settled. Mary,
I’m not forcing this on you if you don’t want it, and I’m sure not
going to kidnap you away to Prescott tonight. We don’t have to
marry until you’re ready. I just want you and your parents to know
how it is. Now I’m going up to your father so he can throw me out
if he wants to. You have to make up your own mind. This isn’t
sudden, but I won’t ask you again.”

“No it’s probably not
sudden, just to me. You’ve probably been brooding about this for
months and no word to me. You sure know how to court a girl. You
didn’t learn from John, did you?”

Eli yanked open the door, and a couple
stumbled out. He pushed past them.

***

The moon had sailed halfway through the
deep black sky by the time Eli arrived back in Prescott. It had
kept him company on the ride up. He said goodbye to it regretfully
at the door.

Jerusha Vaughn’s spells were more
frequent now, and her psychological misery apparently so acute,
though it had seldom wavered for as long as Eli could remember,
that he wondered how his father managed to live with her. Ashamedly
Eli realized his own relief in being away from home with the flush
of renewed irritation upon returning. It grew upon him as he came
up the ridge. It was complete when he heard his mother’s hard voice
from her room.

“Which one is that at the
doaer?”

“Eli.” His father nodded to
him, and absently turned the pages of a three-day-old
Hampshire Gazette. He scanned an article on the
building of that reservoir in the eastward towns of Clinton and
Boylston. He tried not to notice Eli.

“‘Lo, Father.” Eli said,
putting down his bundle of clothes.

“Back are you?”

“Mother well?”

“‘Course not, what’d you
expect?”

“Get the doctor?” Eli
asked.

“Think I’ll know when to get
the doctor.”

“I’ll just say hello
then.”

The room was gray and brown from the
dim splash of dusty yellow light on the wall raised by Jerusha
Vaughn’s bedside oil lamp.

“How are you,
Mother?”

“I can’t catch my breath,”
she whispered from the pillow, “I know this will be my last winter,
Eli. Know it.”

“No, don’t talk that way,
Mother.” Eli mumbled immediately, scratching under his chin and
glancing, as if interested, at her opened Bible.

They were quiet a moment, Eli waiting
to be dismissed, Jerusha watching her son.

“You have a big do,
t’noight?” she asked curiously, weakly nodding to his plain good
suit.

“Ladies’ club a’Mrs.
Pratt’s. Quabbin Club. Had their Guest Night.”

“Oh yes. Yes. Mrs. Pratt’s
big with that, init she?” Jerusha asked softly, “What did you
do?”

“Oh, not much. I set up some
chairs. Ate cake.”

“What kind?”

“Had fruit and nuts in it.
Good.”

“Did you talk to
anybody?”

“Friends a’ the
girls.”

“You’re stepping up, Eli,”
Jerusha murmured softly, with what sounded like wonder. He sat down
on her bed stiffly, as if he were also bold tired and bewildered by
life. He wished now he had thought to bring her a piece of
cake.

“Mary had to say a piece,”
he offered. “She wasn’t much good.”

“We were mostly takin’
pieces from the Bible, but there used to be a lot of good pieces
when I was a girl. The men would have contests at the tavern. My
father used to meet the stage at the tavern to catch the mail. They
stopped at taverns then, didn’t have post offices,” Jerusha took a
breath. “They’d pass out the mail, hands would be flyin’. They’d go
into the tavern. My father grew up on rum, same as water. Even
little children drank it. Sinful now, I suppose. Funny how things
change. I wonder why.”

“What did Grandfather do for
a piece?” he asked, finding politeness surprising less difficult
than he thought it would be.

“Well, your grandfather, he
was known for a fine speakin’ voice. Here, I bet I know somethin’
you don’t.”

She cleared the phlegm from her throat
with an effort that made Eli’s stomach turn, and then took a deep
breath.

“On Springfield Mountain
there did dwell

a likely youth It was known
full well

Leftenant Merrick’s only
Son

A likely youth near
twenty-one

 


One Friday Morning he did
go

down to the Meadow for to
mow

Hee moved around and he did
feel

a poisoning Serpent at his
heel

When he received this dead
Wound

he dropped his Scythe upon
the ground

and straight for Home was
his intent

calling aloud Still as he
went

At length his careful
Father went

to Seek his Son in
discontent

and there his only Son he
found

Dead as a Stone lay on the
ground

 


T’was the Seventh of August
year ‘61

This fatal accident was
done

may this a warning be to
all

to be prepared when God
shall call.”

 


Eli smiled. It was the sort of poem his
mother would know.

She closed her eyes and swallowed hard
after her effort. An Eighteenth century poem of local settlers, the
Meadow was now the towns of Longmeadow and East Longmeadow, and
Springfield Mountain now the region of Wilbraham, another town
south of the Valley. The poem had gone the way of “The Vicar of
Bray,” and “Wolfe’s Adieu,” and the Valley did not know it
yet.

His mother closed her eyes. She would
be dead in another month. Two strikes of the church bell would
announce her passing. By custom, it was one for a man, two for a
woman, three for a child.

By 1848, when Jerusha’s father was a
boy in Prescott, Boston had outgrown Jamaica Pond, and its polluted
state led to epidemics. A new aqueduct then linked the city to Lake
Cochituate in Natick, a little farther west. From this pipe water
flowed out from a fountain on Boston Common. In 1870, Lake
Cochituate required augmentation from the Sudbury River, as the
supply was not enough, not even enough to put out Boston’s Great
Fire of 1872. By 1878, when Jerusha was a girl in Prescott, the
aqueduct from Sudbury Reservoir to Lake Cochituate was
completed.

It wasn’t enough. Boston desperately
required more. A new water source then tapped into the Nashua
River, a little farther west.

The Wachusett Reservoir, still a little
farther west, whose progress Walter followed in the newspapers,
neared completion a year after Jerusha’s death. Only a few people,
a handful of politicians and engineers, realized even at the time
it still wasn’t going to be enough to serve the needs of
Boston.

Shortly afterwards, state engineers
visited the Swift River Valley towns of Enfield, Prescott,
Greenwich, and Dana. They scouted for new reservoir site

 


End of Part I

 


 



PART II

1918 - 1926

CHAPTER 5

 


Now, everything was Before the War or
After the War.

Names of the boys who had joined the
service were painted on wooden Rolls of Honor, planted on the town
commons. Memorials to the dead were planted in the town graveyards,
while the dead were planted mostly in France.

Eli Vaughn brought his wife Mary back
to his family’s Prescott farm. His father lived alone there now,
for his mother had died Before the War.

Mrs. Pratt relinquished her turn as
Quabbin Club president in autumn, 1918. Her husband had been dead
since Before the War and much of her sense of responsibility went
with him.

Jane married her Robert Davis, now a
professor permanently ensconced in Amherst, the only life he would
ever know. Mrs. Pratt gave her approval to the less distinguished
match between Mary and Eli Vaughn though her opinion of her new
son-in-law was the same as when he was her boarder/servant. She
still regarded him rather benignly with her social superior’s
condescension. She could not help it. It was the natural order of
things.

Harriet remained the unmarried daughter
and her place in the natural order of things fell to being her
mother’s companion, a lady-in-waiting, eventually a nurse. So it is
with remaining unmarried children. Nobody questioned it.

Since Jerusha Vaughn’s death, Walter
Vaughn found himself searching for his place in the natural order
of things. He suffered agonizing indecision about turning the land
over to Eli instead of John, whom he had not seen since Before the
War.

John was still in New York City, at
least he had been since his last letter over a year ago. He had
joked of the photographic portraits he took of dandy privates and
colonels.

“S’pose he’s eating in a
fancy nightclub?” she smiled one evening into the
dishwater.

Mary had learned to manipulate the
pump. She learned to cut up chickens, snapping their joints with
savage skill, and to cook on a wood stove with cast iron pans as
her mother had done. She also learned what her mother did not teach
her: how to milk cows, how to manage a home as if it were a
subsidiary of the farm, which was a business as much as a way of
life. She learned to cope with the life that awaited her on the
Prescott ridge: the plain church, the crude store, the quiet,
private townsfolk, seldom seen except at church. While growing up
she had known that Enfield was not a bustling city like
Springfield, but Enfield was still a proper little town with
sidewalks and ice cream socials and piano-playing little girls.
Tame and smooth, it invited company.

Prescott was none of these. Its
hilltop, postage-stamp farms had been carved from forest and rock
ledge. If New England’s rolling landscape is gentle compared to the
Rockies, then Enfield’s well-behaved lanes and picket fences were
gentle compared to the hilltown of Prescott.

Population had been slipping since
pre-Civil War days when pioneers had planned their futures on the
frontier, still at that time east of the Alleghenies. After the
Civil War Swift River Valley men, particularly it seemed Prescott
men, sensed greater opportunities farther west, beyond even
Pittsfield. There was a wider world to grasp, beyond their reach
here. Their bear hug on little craggy Prescott no longer satisfied
them. They came to realize Prescott would always be what it was:
difficult to traverse, difficult to farm, and its simple, wild
beauty no longer in fashion. Farms were big out West. The land
there lay flat, fertile and grand in its proportions. The railroad
out west, a stupendous and formidable magic carpet, not the
bunny-hopping trolley it became when it entered the tiny valley,
like an insignificant mucky brook off a great river. Prescott would
never change.

By 1918 the population of Prescott was
about 230, a drop of about 600 since the 1840s. This new figure
included Eli’s and Mary’s children. Ida was six years old, Doris
was four, Jenny was two, and Harrison was almost six months old.
His birth made them both think of the future as they had not
before.

Eli would not accept his father’s farm.
He could not make himself accept this land by forfeit any more than
Walter could offer it by forfeit.

Mary came into their bedroom, stepping
carefully in the semi-darkness with the baby cuddled against her
chest. His legs kicked ripples against the outline of her robe. She
lowered herself to the edge of the bed and nursed him.

Eli looked at her round-shouldered
back. When the girls were babies, especially with Ida the oldest,
Mary had climbed in bed with the baby, turned the lantern up to an
almost daylight glare and chattered to Eli, to the baby with a
giddy alertness remarkable for the middle of the night. She had
wanted Eli to see her breastfeed, her figure, and her
importance.

Now she wanted to keep this baby to
herself. She was not in a hurry to plan his future, or even to see
the day when he would begin to walk. She wanted to keep him little
for a long time.

Eli’s cousin Sam Vaughn in Greenwich
had a fine little farm on the rich Valley bottom land. It would be
Eli’s, because he would pay for it, which did not entail the dark
encumbrance of his father’s favor. He could get another loan now
that the old loan for the tedder and hay rake was nearly paid off.
And, Mr. Pratt left a small inheritance to Mary.

And Tyler was dead.

Sam’s son Tyler, who had been a good
boy in church, got shot through the face in the Argonne a year ago.
He had been Sam’s and Agnes’ only child. Heartbroken, yet they
somehow were able to believe they had made a great sacrifice for
their country and managed to get through the horrific process of
placing a memorial to Tyler in an empty grave in the Greenwich
Plains cemetery.

“Greater love hath no man
than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends.” The verse
from the Gospel of St. John had gotten much use After the
War.

It was a good farm, the more Eli
thought about it. He had not mentioned his idea to Sam for fear of
being indelicate. He had not mentioned it to Mary or his
father.

Mary hated the Prescott farm. She was
quiet, distant around his stony father, but cooked her
father-in-law’s meals and washed his soiled shirts with dull
thoroughness. She worked the plain clothing and soaking diapers of
her children up and down the board, until Eli bought her a
second-hand washing machine as a birthday present. It had a crank
that moved the agitator, and another for the ringer. Turning the
crank one hundred times would clean a load of wash. She was
twenty-nine years old. Her delicate face grew ruddy, her hands red
and veined. She hated the Prescott farm.

They were going to visit Sam in
Greenwich tomorrow. He glanced again at Mary. She began to rock
Harrison, her back to Eli.

***

Eli harnessed the draft horses to the
wagon and noticed a distant dark figure over the back of the
animal. He looked up and smiled at George’s fourteen-year-old son.
Alonzo trudged back through the corn stubble with his rifle over
his shoulder, a rabbit in his hand. Eli recognized something of
himself in Alonzo, but marveled with amusement at that something
else in Alonzo’s personality that he did not share, a wildness to
the boy, a quality that seemed vulnerable and yet fearless. He grew
to manhood with confidence, but completely without
direction.

They noticed each other from across the
field. They nodded to each other. Alonzo continued home and Eli
turned his attentions back to loading the wagon with blankets and
rugs.

On the short, but bumpy ride to
Greenwich Mary could hold only so many on her lap. Eli had thought
of asking one of George’s other boys to come along and hang on to
the children. Calvin was a year younger than Alonzo, a quieter
version but too manly even at thirteen to want to mind children.
Daniel was only eight, but he might have done. James at five would
have been no help at all of course, he was a year younger than
Ida.

At six years old, Ida was learning to
mother the younger children. She would boss them into behaving, or
if they were noisy and naughty, Ida would sternly waddle over to
the offender and shove her into the dirt. Usually
worked.

Except with Jenny. She would mind her
Daddy and usually her Mama, but she would have none of Ida as if
she knew even with a toddler’s perspective that Ida was neither
parent nor boss, only Ida.

“We’re goin’ to GREEN-wich,
aren’t we Daddy?” Ida skipped over to him, trying to peer into the
wagon.

“Yes we are.”

“See?” Ida said to Doris,
slapping the corner of the blanket out of Doris’ mouth, “We’re
going in the wagon on a trip to Greenwich. It’s very far
away.”

“Do you remember my cousins
Sam and Agnes?” Eli muttered as he pulled Jenny away from the
horses’ twitching legs.

“Yes.” Ida announced with
extreme confidence, though she did not.

“We’re going to church
services with Cousin Sam and Cousin Agnes in Greenwich
Village.”

“Are we going to OUR
church?”

“Not today. Jenny you come
away from there. I mean now.”

“Will they miss us?” Ida
crossed her arms over her belly.

“I doubt it. Don’t you be
steppin’ on your dolly, now, you pick that up. Dolly’s all dirty
now.”

Mary watched from the screen door,
Harrison in her arms. Eli put up with the girls so well, yet there
was so much he did not understand.

George’s wife Eliza had tried in her
enthusiastic way to make friends with Mary, but Mary thought Eliza
homely, forward, and stupid. Eli made attempts to defend Eliza. He
thought Eliza honest, simple, and good-hearted.

“If that’s the best your
Prescott can offer….”

Eli folded his mother’s dish towel over
the sink carefully and faced Mary.

“I didn’t bring you
t’Prescott to punish you.” he began calmly, “I brought y’here
because it’s my home. If it’s such a prison, maybe you’d better
think again.”

He held her stare for a moment, then he
walked out the back door and stayed in the fields until evening.
Eli had learned courtliness from his father, but there were limits.
Walter had been sensitive to his mother’s brittle feelings until
she died. Eli had keenly felt his mother’s subtle tyranny. He would
have none of it from his wife.

The facade of his New England stoicism,
quiet and charming in her mother’s Enfield parlor seemed a mask up
here. If Eli was courtly and amused, he could also be inscrutable,
aloof, and reserved to the point of being self-involved. Mary, with
her scorn for unfashionable neighbors and resentment at an outhouse
supplied with old corncobs, pasted with old Sunday comics, still
was not as covetous as Eli. He was possessive in a grand
way.

She learned it the first night of their
marriage. Mrs. Pratt had made up Jane’s old room for them, and
there in her sister’s old room in her parents’ Enfield home the
boarder Eli made himself at home.

He acted methodical, to the point of
being strange, Mary thought. With his boots under the bed and his
vest draped over the chair, he stood fingering the sheers at the
window, glancing with a kind of princely satisfaction at the quiet
street below in casual preparation to sleep with his new
wife.

“Expectin’ a chivaree?” she
asked a little doubtfully, testing a bride’s humor on the stranger
by the window.

He looked back at her and smiled, a
wide, slow, all encompassing smile that enveloped her with queasy
vagueness. For a moment she noticed in his eyes the look with which
he held her, that of a winner with a prize. A satisfied customer.
She stood awkwardly, forlornly still, until he came and hugged her
carefully as if she were a child but kissed her softly, deeply,
over and over because she was really a woman, and a beautiful one,
as he had told her. Then she was relieved, convinced that his
desire was greater his sense of ownership.

The thin squeal from outside distracted
Mary’s attention and she noticed once more the dark kitchen around
her. She settled her felt hat quickly and nodded briefly to her
father-in-law, who read a chapter from the Bible in the shabby
parlor in deference to his dead wife.

Mary grasped Ida’s arm and yanked her
back from Jenny, on whom she was sitting. Four-year-old Doris
recovered from the surprise of a kick from Jenny, and began to cry
softly now that her mother had flown out from the house and they
were sure to be in trouble.

“What’s wrong? Don’t y’be
sitting on your little sister, Ida.” Mary said, lifting indignant
Jenny from the ground and yanking up her sagging
underdrawers.

“She kicked Doris, an’ Doris
was only keepin’ her from the chickens, Mama.” Ida explained in
accurate, authoritative fashion. Doris, in an effort to be taken as
seriously as her big sister, tended to dramatize her explanations,
and Jenny never explained anything at all.

They rolled away, their voices growing
louder to compete with rumbling, down the Kelly Hill Road, down the
West Road. Soon the land leveled off, all of it parceled in small
farms, tucked in and around small, thickly wooded hills of ancient
timber. Around Parker Hill the Vaughn wagon came abreast of a
handful of neat houses. This was Greenwich Village.

“Want t’visit Eleanor Holt
on the way back?”

“Eleanor Holt?” Mary turned
to him in surprise. “Y’know I was thinking of her on the way down.
Yes, I’d like to stop if we have time.”

Eli nodded. That would be another plus.
Mary would like to live close to one of her old school
friends.

Sam’s farm lay before the broad, gentle
western slope of Mount Zion. It was a two-story white frame house,
with a porch, and a white glider swing in the yard. They pulled
into the yard and Sam Vaughn stepped out of the screen
door.

He greeted them with equal parts warmth
and shyness in his white shirtsleeves and lifted the little girls
from the back of the wagon. Doris squealed with delight, while Ida
assumed dignity for her father’s cousin, and Jenny did not know
where she was or who Sam was. She consented to being lifted, and
patiently endured Sam’s quiet nuzzling when he did not put her
down. Eli watched him with a pang. Sam was a childless man
now.

“Children, whyn’t y’take
your Mother to see Cous’n Agnes in the house, whilst y’Father n’ I
take care a’ the horses.” Sam said. Mary shook his hand in greeting
with a weak smile and took her children up to the porch.

Sam and Eli unhitched the horses from
the old wagon and walked them to the barn. They watered and fed the
animals, enjoying quiet men’s work in a man’s place.

Well then, at it.

“Beautiful property, Sam. I
know I’ve said it before.”

Sam breathed in deeply for a moment, as
if testing the manure-scented air. He examined the palms of his
hands and rubbed them together.

“Been happy
here.”

“Well, y’worked
hard.”

“Y’got some nice kids.” Sam
smiled, Eli smiled back, taking care not to show much
pride.

“They’re a
handful.”

“Your missus does a fine
job, Eli.”

“She has a time. But, it’s
not easy on the farm for her. None a’ her family or friends close
by. She wants to stop by, see Mrs. Eleanor Holt before we
leave.”

“Oh yes,” Sam scratched his
cheek, “Holt’s shifted almost entirely to poultry now.”

Well, well, another cash
farmer.

Sam sighed, and Eli’s chest tightened
in anticipation.

“You know, Eli, it was a
good life for us. But…farm is for the family.”

Dropping like a brick in the dirt, the
truth made them both catch their breath. Eli bled for Sam through
his anticipation.

“No point to it
now.”

Eli courteously met Sam’s glance, then
swished the dipper of water and baptized a struggling Black-eyed
Susan near the well.

“You know how sorry we are,
Sam.”

“Yes. Well. There y’are. I
was thinking. Lot a’ factory work in Athol. Pay plenty well. Be
nice to have a small place, just enough for us. Buy things for
ourselves. Radio set, automobile possibly. My wife an’ I would like
that.”

Eli assumed a thinking stance, as if he
were carefully considering Sam’s position, and found himself seeing
the attraction of it.

“Well, factory’s hard work,
Sam. I can tell you. Still, it’d be a change for you
both.”

“Sakes, can’t be any harder
than this. Anyway, can’t stand to see her moving about so, as
though she were still waitin’ for him to come across the field. Too
much remembering here. Always will be, s’long as we
stay.”

“Suppose.”

“Tyler’s buried in France.
Nothin’s gon’ta bring my boy back, and there’s nothing for me and
Agnes in the Valley. We could have a new life somewhere
else.”

“Talk this over with
Agnes?”

“Yup. We’re just about set
to look for a buyer.”

“I might be interested
myself.” There. Sam raised his eyebrows. Eli shrugged. “Might do
for Mary.”

“Leave y’father
alone?”

“No, course not. George’s
got an army a’young boys. Vaughns gon’ta need room up
there.”

“Will we ever see that
rascal John again, d’y’think?”

Eli stiffened. “I wouldn’t
know.”

“That young fellow may have
had the right idea all along. Leaving all this behind him. Well,
I’ll have to talk with my wife. Maybe it’s for the best,
Eli.”

“Hope so, Sam.”

They stepped up the porch and prepared
to visit with their wives, flushed and anxious, full of greeting as
if they had not seen them in years. The children scooped mouthfuls
of applesauce into their cheeks, and a suddenly chilly breeze
forced them into the house.

***

Walter Vaughn snorted when Eli
mentioned Sam’s plan of moving to Athol, but went coldly silent
over Eli’s plan of taking over Sam’s farm in Greenwich. The haying
was done, Eli had thought it appropriate to wait for that, at
least.

“Your Enfield girl too fine
for a hill farm?” Walter sneered, and Eli glared at his father, too
shocked at his bad manners to defend her.

“My wife and I,” Eli said,
summoning dignity as a weapon, “will decide what’s best for us and
our children.”

Walter looked away.

“Well, children’s what it’s
all abowoot, init?” Walter said. His pause only gave a chance for
his bitterness to gel. “This farm came to us through fathers an’
sons. Huh. My sons. Nathaniel ... died a child. John’s not a
farmer, and you’re too much of a farmer. You want to own bottom
land. You want to own every piece you see. You want to own the
whole gol-darned Valley. Go ahead, mortgage yourself to blazes.
Fool! What abowoot the orchard you’ve been always pestering me
for?”

“That orchard was never
going t’be, not so long as you like to have things your own way.
Keep your land. You get y’boy John to look after it, if you can
find him. He’s the landowner in the family. You sure made that
clear enough.”

Eli walked briskly back to the barn,
dragging the horses with him. Walter stood alone in his mowed
field, his pockets, his hair full of chaff. He wiped the brim of
his wide rumpled hat, his eyes filled.

***

State engineers came to the Valley
again. They repeated the survey that was done Before the
War.

Nothing had come of that one. The
Valley folk understood now that the survey was for a new site for
an even bigger reservoir for Boston, but such a proposal was a
pipedream. They did not spot the pun anymore than they were able to
see into the future.

***

“The farm was all that ever
mattered to my father.” Eli said slowly, at last. “It’s his
heritage, his whole life. I always figured it was my heritage, too.
But, maybe I’m more of a businessman after all. I can separate
myself from it.”

“I’m not sure that’s
entirely true, dear.”

“Sameness is security to
him. I want more than that. I’m trying to get it with as little
fuss as possible.”

“I always knew you were more
than a ploughboy, Eli. Did you and your father ever discuss the
survey?”

“Good lord, Mary. Forget
about the state.”

“What does your father
think?”

“He doesn’t say what he
thinks, he just reads out loud when he sees something about it in
the paper, like my mother reciting from The Book of Armageddon.
Don’t worry about it. It’s not going to happen.”

***

Calvin and Daniel called for Ida at the
back door. Mary tugged at the pleats in Ida’s new white dress for
the last time. The little girl was perfectly composed for her first
day of school and the honor of a new dress made by her mother
seemed to reflect her importance, at least to Doris who wistfully
watched her from behind her breakfast. Jenny was more excited to
see her boy cousins, inconsolable when Mary pushed her aside to let
only Ida out.

“You’re looking very nice
t’day, boys. Ready for y’first day of school? Ida, you walk with
your cousins.” Mary said, patted Ida’s shoulders as the little girl
primly stepped into the damp dirt and flashed her younger sisters a
farewell smile laced with self-knowledge of her superiority, like a
pudgy miniature opera diva. Jenny peeped out the screen door and
Mary held her back with her leg.

“Get back in, now,” Mary
said to her absently, and watched her eldest march out to her
future with her two cousins. Mary tried to keep the scene in her
mind, because it was important, because Mary felt she was already
letting too many important things fly by her. With any luck,
perhaps her children would be going to the Greenwich Village school
next year.

In the meanwhile she bided her time, as
Eli asked her to do. Fall comes, children must go to school, the
wash must be done, the baby must be fed, though you want to sit at
the table and think of next year’s plans.

Walter cleaned the cider press in the
barn. Eli road off in the wagon on the milk run to Enfield where he
brought the milk from their small herd to the Rabbit, for transport
to the dairy, the funds from which were deposited in a Springfield
bank.

The first Wednesday in September, fresh
with sunshine and cool breezes. Mary took Harrison outside, placed
him on a blanket near her washing machine. Doris obediently plopped
down near him and teased him with his little stuffed lamb, ragged
and chewed. Jenny stood on sturdy, pudgy legs and stared
distractedly into the dark ceiling of the trees over the side yard.
Mary dumped the overalls and work shirts, the long knitted socks
into the drum, added soap. She did not think about what she was
doing, always of other things. Her hands knew enough to keep
working.

With a rustle from the trees and the
light tread of worn high-button shoes, Eliza strolled around the
corner and waited respectfully for Mary to conclude the ringer’s
revolution before good morning.

Mary’s eyes followed absently from the
children on the blanket, to Jenny in the yard, to Eliza’s large
frame in its cotton dress. Her blonde hair as severely tied back as
ever, giving emphasis to her small ears, her round, ruddy face and
the beginnings of a double chin. Her warm brown eyes made her oddly
beautiful though, even Mary would acknowledge that were she not
very tired of Eliza and pained with the thought of becoming like
her.

“You’ve got a good start on
the day.” Eliza nodded brightly, then wiggled her fingers in a wave
to Jenny’s abrupt grin.

“Don’t tell me your work’s
done, Eliza, I’ll despair.”

“I had t’find Alonzo and get
him to the bus for high school in Belchertown.”

“I thought Alonzo was
determined to leave school this year.” Mary mumbled, lugging the
heavy wet clothes to the basket.

“Oh, he’s determined to
leave and we’re determined he shall stay.”

Eliza took the other handle and they
carried it together to the clothesline, strung from three trees in
the sunniest part of the yard.

Like the ancient peoples who had been
doing the same thing at Stonehenge, Mary’s calendar was the telling
sunlight as it progressed over the eastern hills, through strategic
marker trees, on this side of the barn in summer, on the other side
of it in winter and early spring. It set on this corner of house in
summer, over that corner in winter. She tracked the sunlight on her
clothes, from the stolen fingers of light through the trees in the
summer, to the full pale sun through the bare trees in
winter.

Eliza began to clip the shirts onto the
line in stoic rhythm, and though the two women might complain about
the work, they secretly would agree perhaps that there was nothing
so satisfying as the sun on the wash, flapping in the breeze, the
wind making sheets into clean, white sails.

“You must have y’own chores,
Eliza.” Mary suggested. Eliza continued hanging, a slight smile
playing on her lips, oblivious to hints, content in Mary’s company,
lonely for the companionship of another woman.

“Well, I’m going t’wash the
dishes, now Eliza,” Mary said, “Think I can manage. Thanks for your
help. Say hello t’George and the boys.” Mary lifted Harrison onto
her hip and thrust out her hand for Jenny to come, but Jenny was
busy hopping all over the ground. Eliza picked her up.

“I miss babies.” Eliza said,
kissing Jenny’s stomach and rocking her in a pretend waltz. “James
is six years old. Makes me feel old. I’d like another
one.”

Eliza reluctantly set Jenny back on her
feet and handed her small arm like a leash to her mother. Mary
stooped for the little hand and Eliza opened the door for
her.

“Maybe you will yet, Eliza,”
Mary said as amends, and went inside.

Mary was pregnant, but said nothing to
Eliza. She did not want to talk about it.

She boiled water on the stove for the
dishes, and reached for the bar of strong-smelling Fels- Naphtha
soap, a new one from the mottled orange wrapper. Doris sat at the
table with a rag doll, and Jenny stared contentedly through the
lower part of the screen door at the oblivious blue jay in the
dirt. She heard the clomping of horses’ hooves and the hollow
rattle of empty milk canisters, and waited impatiently for her
Daddy to reappear.

The sound of men’s voices from the yard
caused Jenny to pick herself up from the braided rug and walk over
to the back screen door. She did not toddle, even at this age, but
moved with an animal’s sense of balance on legs that were slow, but
strong. The man who was her grandfather took a small note tablet
from the man who was her daddy. She smiled and wrinkled her nose,
lifting her knees one at a time and contorting her face for
pleasure and the hope of being noticed. She was not.

Eli lifted the empty tin canisters from
the wagon, and he and his father brought them to the shed. Walter
Vaughn peered at the tablet and patted his chest for his reading
spectacles.

“Let’s eat first,” Eli said,
“We can look at it all later.”

“I’ll look at it now.”
Walter took the tablet into the shed.

Eli turned toward the house and spotted
Jenny, her moist palms planted upon the dusty screen, her
expression fallen to calm uncertainty, a kind of infant worry. Eli
gave her a smile, and opened the door carefully so she would not
fall out.

“Jenny been a good girl?” he
asked, looking at her sideways, “Let Daddy wash his hands,
now.”

Eli pounded the kitchen pump and
sloshed water upon his face and neck. Doris slyly waddled in, tired
of baby Harrison, and began to plié around her father.

Mary lugged Harrison on her hip, Eli
chucked his chin and kissed his waving, pudgy hand.

“Go all right?” Mary mumbled
the same question, while doing a mother’s deft double take to check
if Jenny had more than her fingers in her mouth. She dropped
Harrison into his high-chair, while Eli lifted Jenny to her place
and patted Doris’ chair for her to sit.

“Yes.”

“Where’s Ida?” Doris
asked.

“Ida’s at school. Ida’s
having her lunch at school. Stop wiggling,” Eli said. Mary hoisted
the cast-iron pot of boiled potatoes, carrots, onion and cabbage
down onto Jerusha Vaughn’s wedding pot holder. Eli watched it land
with precision, and thought about a prayer.

“Where’s Grandfather
Vaughn?” Mary asked lowly, peering out the back door.

“He’ll be along,” Eli
mumbled, “He’s settling the milk accounts.”

Mary lowered her ladle in a farmwife’s
dull surprise.

“This family never eats all
at once. This is no way to live.”

Eli looked at her with such stunned
curiosity, reminded of his mother, that Mary felt
foolish.

“Hope Ida’s eating her
cheese sandwich and not dropping it on the ground or giving it to
someone else,” she muttered, “And I hope he comes in soon. It’ll
get cold.”

“Sit down,” he said, “We’ll
start without him, if that’s what he wants.”

Eli assumed solemnity as a cover for
his irritation, and bowed his head. Mary sat down, bowed her head,
albeit with an eyeball on her children. Doris dutifully bowed,
Jenny’s eyes wandered about the oil lamp on the wall, Harrison
stared at the ceiling and began to tip over.

“Lord ....” Eli began in his
father’s voice, suddenly he could think of nothing else.

“... thank You,” he said,
and raised his face to his wife’s, then directed his attention to
the stew pot.
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