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The Best Years

WiLLa CATHER

e of Dago Aguirre, a friend of Programs to improve the lives of the poor and the disadvantaged often focus

blotted out as Angelina was on altering external circumstances—for example, improving schools, pro-
moting employment, eliminating discrimination, or providing support
services. But these activities, albeit important, overlook the importance of
families, where individuals are primarily shaped. This story by Willa Cather
(1873-1947), written in 1945, shows a loving nuclear family as a center of
moral and civic-minded instruction, as well as a repository of meaning and
memory. The Ferguesson family’s only daughter, Lesley, becomes a teacher—

is lips; at the ripe age of fourteen—in a one-room schoolhouse in rural Nebraska.
wped The county superintendent of public instruction, the New England—born
s head back and made a motion of spitting upward. Miss Knightly, marvels at the young girl’s influence not just on the intel-

lect of her charges but also on their behavior. The reader soon glimpses the
explanation when Miss Knightly meets Lesley’s mother and adoring siblings.
The story vividly illustrates how a good upbringing ripples out in expanding
circles, touching all in its wake."

By story’s end, the mother looks back fondly on her childrearing days,
which were also days of economic struggle, calling them “the best years.”
She seems out of sorts with modern progress—“all this running around.”
What does the story indicate about the tensions between the old world and
the new? Can families remain centers of stability in the era of locomotives
(“power, conquest, triumph”) and the even more revolutionary automobile?

* This story is also a testament to an American innovation: public schools as an extension of the
home rather than a dramatic separation from it. Under the guidance of a schoolmarm, the coedu-
cational American schoolhouse breathed a spirit very different from that of the all-male world of
ancient or aristocratic schooling.
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Must we choose between a world in which people do not die of pneumonia
and a world in which families and communities remain deeply rooted? Can
the balance represented by this particular family hold today? What might we
do to foster such families?

On a bright September morning in the year 1899 Miss Evangeline Knightly
was driving through the beautiful Nebraska land which lies between the Platte
River and the Kansas line. She drove slowly, for she loved the country, and she
held the reins loosely in her gloved hand. She drove about a great deal and
always wore leather gauntlets. Her hands were small, well shaped and very
white, but they freckled in hot sunlight.

Miss Knightly was a charming person to meet—and an unusual type in a
new country: oval face, small head delicately set (the oval chin tilting inward
instead of the square chin thrust out), hazel eyes, a little blue, a little green,
tiny dots of brown. . . . Somehow these splashes of colour made light—and
warmth. When she laughed, her eyes positively glowed with humour, and in
each oval cheek a roguish dimple came magically to the surface. Her laugh was
delightful because it was intelligent, discriminating, not the physical spasm
which seizes children when they are tickled, and growing boys and girls when
they are embarrassed. When Miss Knightly laughed, it was apt to be because of
some happy coincidence or droll mistake. The farmers along the road always
felt flattered if they could make Miss Knightly laugh. Her voice had as many
colours as her eyes—nearly always on the bright side, though it had a beautiful
gravity for people who were in trouble.

It is only fair to say that in the community where she lived Miss Knightly
was considered an intelligent young woman, but plain—distinctly plain. The
standard of female beauty seems to be the same in all newly settled countries:
Australia, New Zealand, the farming country along the Platte. It is, and was,
the glowing, smiling calendar girl sent out to advertise agricultural imple-
ments. Colour was everything, modelling was nothing. A nose was a nose—
any shape would do; a forehead was the place where the hair stopped, chin
utterly negligible unless it happened to be more than two inches long.

Miss Knightly’s old mare, Molly, took her time along the dusty, sunflower-
bordered roads that morning, occasionally pausing long enough to snatch
off a juicy, leafy sunflower top in her yellow teeth. This she munched as she
ambled along. Although Molly had almost the slowest trot in the world, she
really preferred walking. Sometimes she fell into a doze and stumbled. Miss
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Knightly also, when she was abroad on these long drives, preferred the leisurely
pace. She loved the beautiful autumn country; loved to look at it, to breathe
it. She was not a “dreamy” person, but she was thoughtful and very observing.
She relished the morning; the great blue of the sky, smiling, cloudless,—and
the land that lay level as far as the eye could see. The horizon was like a perfect
circle, a great embrace, and within it lay the cornfields, still green, and the yel-
low wheat stubble, miles and miles of it, and the pasture lands where the white-
faced cattle led lives of utter content. All their movements were deliberate and
dignified. They grazed through all the morning; approached their metal water
tank and drank. If the windmill had run too long and the tank had overflowed,
the cattle trampled the overflow into deep mud and cooled their feet. Then they
drifted off to graze again. Grazing was not merely eating, it was also a pastime,
a form of reflection, perhaps meditation.

Miss Knightly was thinking, as Molly jogged along, that the barbed-wire
fences, though ugly in themselves, had their advantages. They did not cut the
country up into patterns as did the rail fences and stone walls of her native New
England. They were, broadly regarded, invisible—did not impose themselves
upon the eye. She seemed to be driving through a fineless land. On her left the
Hereford cattle apparently wandered at will: the tall sunflowers hid the wire that
kept them off the road. Far away, on the horizon line, a troop of colts were gal-
loping, all in the same direction—purely for exercise, one would say. Between her
and the horizon the white wheels of windmills told her where the farmhouses sat.

Miss Knightly was abroad this morning with a special purpose—to visit
country schools. She was the County Superintendent of Public Instruction.
A grim title, that, to put upon a charming young woman. . . . Fortunately it
was seldom used except on reports which she signed, and there it was usu-
ally printed. She was not even called “the Superintendent.” A country school-
teacher said to her pupils: “I think Miss Knightly will come to see us this week.
She was at Walnut Creek yesterday.”

After she had driven westward through the pasture lands for an hour or so,
Miss Knightly turned her mare north and very soon came into a rich farming
district, where the fields were too valuable to be used for much grazing. Big
red barns, rows of yellow straw stacks, green orchards, trim white farmhouses,
fenced gardens.

Looking at her watch, Miss Knightly found that it was already after eleven
o’clock. She touched Molly delicately with the whip and roused her to a jog
trot. Presently they stopped before a little one-storey schoolhouse. All the win-
dows were open. At the hitch-bar in the yard five horses were tethered—their
saddles and bridles piled in an empty buckboard. There was a yard, but no
fence—though on one side of the playground was a woven-wire fence covered
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with the vines of sturdy rambler roses—very pretty in the spring. It enclosed
a cemetery—very few graves, very much sun and waving yellow grass, open
to the singing from the schoolroom and the shouts of the boys playing ball at
noon. The cemetery never depressed the children, and surely the school cast
no gloom over the cemetery.

When Miss Knightly stopped before the door, a boy ran out to hand her
from the buggy and to take care of Molly. The little teacher stood on the door-
step, her face lost, as it were, in a wide smile of tremulous gladness.

Miss Knightly took her hand, held it for a moment and looked down into
the child’s face—she was scarcely more—and said in the very gentlest shade of
her many-shaded voice, “Everything going well, Lesley?”

The teacher replied in happy little gasps, “Oh yes, Miss Knightly! It’s all
so much easier than it was last year. I have some such lovely children—and
they’re all good!”

Miss Knightly took her arm, and they went into the schoolroom. The
pupils grinned a welcome to the visitor. The teacher asked the conventional
question: What recitation would she like to hear?

Whatever came next in the usual order, Miss Knightly said.

The class in geography came next. The children were “bounding” the
States. When the North Atlantic States had been disposed of with more or less
accuracy, the little teacher said they would now jump to the Middle West, to
bring the lesson nearer home.

“Suppose we begin with Illinois. That is your State, Edward, so I will call
on you.”

A pale boy rose and came front of the class; a little fellow aged ten, maybe,
who was plainly a newcomer—wore knee pants and stockings, instead of long
trousers or blue overalls like the other boys. His hands were clenched at his
sides, and he was evidently much frightened. Looking appealingly at the little
teacher, he began in a high treble: “The State of Illinois is bounded on the
north by Lake Michigan, on the east by Lake Michigan ...” He felt he had gone
astray, and language utterly failed. A quick shudder ran over him from head
to foot, and an accident happened. His dark blue stockings grew darker still,
and his knickerbockers very dark. He stood there as if nailed to the floor. The
teacher went up to him and took his hand and led him to his desk.

“You’re too tired, Edward,” she said. “We’re all tired, and it’s almost noon.
So you can all run out and play, while I talk to Miss Knightly and tell her how
naughty you all are.”

The children laughed (all but poor Edward), laughed heartily, as if they
were suddenly relieved from some strain. Still laughing and punching each
other they ran out into the sunshine.
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Miss Knightly and the teacher (her name, by the way, was Lesley Fergues-
son) sat down on a bench in the corner.

“I'm so sorry that happened, Miss Knightly. I oughtn’t to have called on
him. He’s so new here, and he’s a nervous little boy. I thought he’d like to speak
up for his State. He seems homesick.”

“My dear, I'm glad you did call on him, and I'm glad the poor little fellow
had an accident,—if he doesn’t get too much misery out of it. The way those
children behaved astonished me. Not a wink, or grin, or even a look. Not a
wink from the Haymaker boy. I watched him. His mother has no such deli-
cacy. They have just the best kind of good manners. How do you do it, Lesley?”

Lesley gave a happy giggle and flushed as red as a poppy. “Oh, I don’t do
anything! You see they really are nice children. You remember last year I did
have a little trouble—till they got used to me.”

“But they all passed their finals, and one girl, who was older than her
teacher, got a school.”

“Hush, hush, ma’am! I’'m afraid for the walls to hear it! Nobody knows our
secret but my mother.”

“I'm very well satisfied with the results of our crime, Lesley.”

The girl blushed again. She loved to hear Miss Knightly speak her name,
because she always sounded the s like a z, which made it seem gentler and
more intimate. Nearly every one else, even her mother, hissed the s as if it
were spelled “Lessley.” It was embarrassing to have such a queer name, but she
respected it because her father had chosen it for her.

“Where are you going to stay all night, Miss Knightly?” she asked rather
timidly.

“I think Mrs. Ericson expects me to stay with her.”

“Mrs. Hunt, where I stay, would be awful glad to have you, but I know
you’ll be more comfortable at Mrs. Ericson’s. She’s a lovely housekeeper.” Les-
ley resigned the faint hope that Miss Knightly would stay where she herself
boarded, and broke out eagerly:

“Oh, Miss Knightly, have you seen any of our boys lately? Mother’s too
busy to write to me often.”

“Hector looked in at my office last week. He came to the Court House with
a telegram for the sheriff. He seemed well and happy.”

“Did he? But Miss Knightly, I wish he hadn’t taken that messenger job. I
hate so for him to quit school.”

“Now, I wouldn’t worry about that, my dear. School isn’t everything. He’ll
be getting good experience every day at the depot.”

“Do you think so? T haven’t seen him since he went to work.”

“Why, how long has it been since you were home?”
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“It’s over a month now. Not since my school started. Father has been work-
ing all our horses on the farm. Maybe you can share my lunch with me?”

“I brought a lunch for the two of us, my dear. Call your favourite boy to
go to my buggy and get my basket for us. After lunch I would like to hear the
advanced arithmetic class.”

While the pupils were doing their sums at the blackboard, Miss Knightly her-
self was doing a little figuring. This was Thursday. Tomorrow she would visit
two schools, and she had planned to spend Friday night with a pleasant family
on Farmers’ Creek. But she could change her schedule and give this homesick
child a visit with her family in the county seat. It would inconvenience her
very little.

When the class in advanced arithmetic was dismissed, Miss Knightly
made a joking little talk to the children and told them about a very bright
little girl in Scotland who knew nearly a whole play of Shakespeare’s by heart,
but who wrote in her diary: “Nine times nine is the Devil”; which proved, she
said, that there are two kinds of memory, and God is very good to anyone to
whom he gives both kinds. Then she asked if the pupils might have a special
recess of half an hour, as a present from her. They gave her a cheer and out they
trooped, the boys to the ball ground, and the girls to the cemetery, to sit neatly
on the headstones and discuss Miss Knightly.

During their recess the Superintendent disclosed her plan. “I've been won-
dering, Lesley, whether you wouldn’t like to go back to town with me after
school tomorrow. We could get into MacAlpin by seven o’clock, and you
could have all of Saturday and Sunday at home. Then we would make an early
start Monday morning, and I would drop you here at the schoolhouse at nine
oclock.”

The little teacher caught her breath—she became quite pale for a moment.

“Oh Miss Knightly, could you? Could you?”

“Of course I can. I’ll stop for you here at four o’clock tomorrow afternoon.”

IT

The dark secret between Lesley and Miss Knightly was that only this Septem-
ber had the girl reached the legal age for teachers, yet she had been teachingall
last year when she was still under age!

Last summer, when the applicants for teachers’ certificates took written
examinations in the County Superintendent’s offices at the Court House in
MacAlpin, Lesley Ferguesson had appeared with some twenty-six girls and
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nine boys. She wrote all morning and all afternoon for two days. Miss Knightly
found her paper one of the best in the lot. A week later, when all the papers
were filed, Miss Knightly told Lesley she could certainly give her a school. The
morning after she had thus notified Lesley, she found the girl herself waiting
on the sidewalk in front of the house where Miss Knightly boarded.

“Could I walk over to the Court House with you, Miss Knightly? I ought to
tell you something,” she blurted out at once. “On that paper I didn’t put down
my real age. I put down sixteen, and I won’t be fifteen until this September.”

“But I checked you with the high-school records, Lesley.”

“I know. I put it down wrong there, too. I didn’t want to be the class baby,
and I hoped I could get a school soon, to help out at home.”

The County Superintendent thought she would long remember that walk
to the Court House. She could see that the child had spent a bad night; and she
had walked up from her home down by the depot, quite a mile away, probably
without breakfast.

“If your age is wrong on both records, why do you tell me about it now?”

“Oh, Miss Knightly, I got to thinking about it last night, how if you did
give me a school it might all come out, and mean people would say you knew
about it and broke the law.”

Miss Knightly was thoughtless enough to chuckle. “But, my dear, don’t
you see that if I didn’t know about it until this moment, I am completely
innocent?”

The child who was walking beside her stopped short and burst into
sobs. Miss Knightly put her arm around those thin, eager, forward-reaching
shoulders.

“Don’t cry, dear. I was only joking. There’s nothing very dreadful about it.
You didn’t give your age under oath, you know.” The sobs didn’t stop. “Listen,
let me tell you something. That big Hatch boy put his age down as nineteen,
and I know he was teaching down in Nemaha County four years ago. I can’t
always be sure about the age applicants put down. I have to use my judgment.”

The girl lifted her pale, troubled face and murmured, “Judgment?”

“Yes. Some girls are older at thirteen than others are at eighteen. Your paper
was one of the best handed in this year,and I am going to give you a school. Not
abig one, but a nice one, in a nice part of the county. Now let’s go into Ernie’s
coffee shop and have some more breakfast. You have a long walk home.”

Of course, fourteen was rather young for a teacher in an ungraded school,
where she was likely to have pupils of sixteen and eighteen in her classes. But
Miss Knightly’s “judgment” was justified by the fact that in June the school
directors of the Wild Rose district asked to have “Miss Ferguesson” back for
the following year.
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II1

At four o’clock on Friday afternoon Miss Knightly stopped at the Wild Rose
schoolhouse to find the teacher waiting by the roadside, and the pupils already
scattéring across the fields, their tin lunch pails flashing back the sun. Lesley
was standing almost in the road itself, her grey “telescope” bag at her feet. The
moment old Molly stopped, she stowed her bag in the back of the buggy and
climbed in beside Miss Knightly. Her smile was so eager and happy that her
friend chuckled softly. “You still get a little homesick, don’t you, Lesley?”

She didn’t deny it. She gave a guilty laugh and murmured, “I do miss the
boys.”

The afternoon sun was behind them, throwing over the pastures and
the harvested, resting fields that wonderful light, so yellow that it is actually
orange. The three hours and the fourteen miles seemed not overlong. As the
buggy neared the town of MacAlpin, Miss Knightly thought she cou'ld feel
Lesley’s heart beat. The girl had been silent a long while when she exclaimed:

“Look, there’s the standpipe!”

The object of this emotion was a red sheet-iron tube which thrust its naked
ugliness some eighty feet into the air and held the water supply for the town of
MacAlpin. As it stood on a hill, it was the first thing one saw on approaching
the town from the west. Old Molly, too, seemed to have spied this heartening
landmark, for she quickened her trot without encouragement from the whip.
From that point on, Lesley said not a word. There were two more low hills
(very low), and then Miss Knightly turned off the main road and drove by
a short cut through the baseball ground, to the south appendix of the town
proper, the “depot settlement” where the Ferguessons lived.

Their house stood on a steep hillside—a storey-and-a-half frame house
with a basement on the downhill side, faced with brick up to the first-floor
level. When the buggy stopped before the yard gate, two little boys came
running out of the front door. Miss Knightly’s passenger vanished frqm
her side—she didn’t know just when Lesley alighted. Her attention was dis-
tracted by the appearance of the mother, with a third boy, still in kilts, trot-
ting behind her.

Mrs. Ferguesson was not a person who could be overlooked. All the mer-
chants in MacAlpin admitted that she was a fine figure of a woman. As she
came down the little yard and out of the gate, the evening breeze ruffled her
wavy auburn hair. Her quick step and alert, upright carriage gave one tbe
impression that she got things done. Coming up to the buggy, she took Miss
Knightly’s hand.
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“Why, it’s Miss Knightly! And she’s brought our girl along to visit us. That
was mighty clever of you, Miss, and these boys will surely be a happy family.
They do miss their sister.” She spoke clearly, distinctly, but with a slight Mis-
souri turn of speech.

By this time Lesley and her brothers had become telepathically one. Miss
Knightly couldn’t tell what the boys said to her, or whether they said any-
thing, but they had her old canvas bag out of the buggy and up on the porch
in no time at all. Lesley ran toward the front door, hurried back to thank Miss
Knightly, and then disappeared, holding fast to the little chap in skirts. She
had forgotten to ask at what time Miss Knightly would call for her on Monday,
but her mother attended to that. When Mrs. Ferguesson followed the chil-
dren through the hall and the little back parlour into the dining-room, Lesley
turned to her and asked breathlessly, almost sharply:

“Where’s Hector?”

“He’s often late on Friday night, dear. He telephoned me from the depot
and said not to wait supper for him—he’d get a sandwich at the lunch counter.
Now how are you, my girl?” Mrs. Ferguesson put her hands on Lesley’s shoul-
ders and looked into her glowing eyes.

“Just fine, Mother. I like my school so much! And the scholars are nicer
even than they were last year. [ just love some of them.”

At this the little boy in kilts (the fashion of the times, though he was four
years old) caught his sister’s skirt in his two hands and jerked it to get her
attention. “No, no!” he said mournfully, “you don’t love anybody but us!”

His mother laughed, and Lesley stooped and gave him the right hug he
wanted.

The family supper was over. Mrs. Ferguesson put on her apron. “Sit right
down, Lesley, and talk to the children. No, I won’t let you help me. You’ll help
me most by keeping them out of my way. I'll scramble you an egg and fry you
some ham, so sit right down in your own place. I have some stewed plums for
your dessert, and a beautiful angel cake I bought at the Methodist bake sale.
Your father’s gone to some political meeting, so we had supper early. You’ll be
a nice surprise for him when he gets home. He hadn’t been gone half an hour
when Miss Knightly drove up. Sit still, dear, it only bothers me if anybody tries
to help me. I'll let you wash the dishes afterward, like we always do.”

Lesley sat down at the half-cleared table; an oval-shaped table which could
be extended by the insertion of “leaves” when Mrs. Ferguesson had company.
The room was already dusky (twilights are short in a flat country), and one
of the boys switched on the light which hung by a cord high above the table.
A shallow china shade over the bulb threw a glaring white light down on the
sister and the boys who stood about her chair. Lesley wrinkled up her brow,
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but it didn’t occur to her that the light was too strong. She gave herself up to
the feeling of being at home. It went all through her, that feeling, like getting
into a warm bath when one is tired. She was safe from everything, was where
she wanted to be, where she ought to be. A plant that has been washed out by a
rain storm feels like that, when a kind gardener puts it gently back into its own
earth'with its own group.

The two older boys, Homer and Vincent, kept interrupting each other,
trying to tell her things, but she didn't really listen to what they said. The little
fellow stood close beside her chair, holding on to her skirt, fingering the glass
buttons on her jacket. He was named Bryan, for his father’s hero, but he didn’t
fit the name very well. He was a rather wistful and timid child.

Mrs. Ferguesson brought the ham and eggs and the warmed-up coffee.
Then she sat down opposite her daughter to watch her enjoy her supper. “Now
don’t talk to her, boys. Let her eat in peace.”

Vincent spoke up. “Can’t I just tell her what happened to my lame pigeon?”

Mrs. Ferguesson merely shook her head. She had control in that house-
hold, sure enough!

Before Lesley had quite finished her supper she heard the front door open
and shut. The boys started up, but the mother raised a warning finger. They
understood; a surprise. They were still as mice, and listened: A pause in the
hall. .. he was hanging up his cap. Then he came in—the flower of the family.

For a moment he stood speechless in the doorway, the “incandescent”
glaring full on his curly yellow hair and his amazed blue eyes. He was sur-
prised indeed!

“Lesley!” he breathed, as if he were talking in his sleep.

She couldn't sit still. Without knowing that she got up and took a step,
she had her arms around her brother. “It’s me, Hector! Ain’t I lucky? Miss
Knightly brought me in.”

“What time did you get here? You might have telephoned me, Mother.”

“Dear, she ain’t been here much more than half an hour.”

“And Miss Knightly brought you in with old Molly, did she?” Oh, the
lovely voice he had, that Hector!—warm, deliberate . . . it made the most com-
monplace remark full of meaning. He had to say merely that—and it told his
appreciation of Miss Knightly’s kindness, even a playful gratitude to Molly,
her clumsy, fat, road-pounding old mare. He was tall for his age, was Hector,

and he had the fair pink-cheeked complexion which Lesley should have had
and didn’t.

Mrs. Ferguesson rose. “Now let’s all go into the parlour and talk. We’ll
come back and clear up afterward.” With this she opened the folding doors,
and they followed her and found comfortable chairs—there was even a home-

e
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made hassock for Bryan. There were real books in the sectional bookcases
(old Ferg’s fault), and there was a real Brussels carpet in soft colours on the
floor. That was Lesley’s fault. Most of her savings from her first year’s teaching
had gone into that carpet. She had chosen it herself from the samples which
Marshall Field’s travelling man brought to MacAlpin. There were comfortable
old-fashioned pictures on the walls—“Venice by Moonlight” and such. Lesley
and Hector thought it a beautiful room.

Of course the room was pleasant because of the feeling the children had for
one another, and because in Mrs. Ferguesson there was authority and organi-
zation. Here the family sat and talked until Father came home. He was always
treated a little like company. His wife and his children had a deep respect for
him and for experimental farming, and profound veneration for William Jen-
nings Bryan. Even little Bryan knew he was named for a great man, and must
some day stop being afraid of the dark.

James Grahame Ferguesson was a farmer. He spent most of his time on what
he called an “experimental farm.” (The neighbours had other names for it—
some of them amusing.) He was a loosely built man; had drooping shoul-
ders carried with a forward thrust. He was a ready speaker, and usually made
the Fourth of July speech in MacAlpin—spoke from a platform in the Court
House grove, and even the farmers who joked about Ferguesson came to hear
him. Alf Delaney declared: “I like to see anything done well—even talking. If
old Ferg could shuck corn as fast as he can rustle the dictionary, I’d hire him,
even if he is a Pop.”

Old Ferg was not at all old—just turned forty—but he was fussy about the
spelling of his name. He wrote it James Ferguesson. The merchants, even the
local newspaper, simply would not spell it that way. They left letters out, or they
put letters in. He complained about this repeatedly, and the result was that he
was simply called “Ferg” to his face, and “old Ferg” to his back. His neigh-
bours, both in town and in the country where he farmed, liked him because
he gave them so much to talk about. He couldn’t keep a hired man long at any
wages. His habits were too unconventional. He rose early, saw to the chores
like any other man, and went into the field for the morning. His lunch was a
cold spread from his wife’s kitchen, reinforced by hot tea. (The hired man was
expected to bring his own lunch—outrageous!) After lunch Mr. Ferguesson
took off his boots and lay down on the blue gingham sheets of a wide bed, and
remained there until what he called “the cool of the afternoon.” When that
refreshing season arrived, he fed and watered his work horses, put the young
gelding to his buckboard, and drove four miles to MacAlpin for his wife’s hot
supper. Mrs. Ferguesson, though not at all a meek woman or a stupid one,
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unquestioningly believed him when he told her that he did his best thinking in
the afternoon. He hinted to her that he was working out in his head something
that would benefit the farmers of the county more than all the corn and wheat
they could raise even in a good year.

Sometimes Ferguesson did things she regretted—not because they were
wrong, but because other people had mean tongues. When a fashion came
in for giving names to farms which had hitherto been designated by figures
(range, section, quarter, etc.), and his neighbours came out with “Lone Tree
Farm,” “Cold Spring Farm,” etc., Ferguesson tacked on a cottonwood tree by
his gate a neatly painted board inscribed: WIDE AWAKE FARM.

His neighbours, who could never get used to his afternoon siesta, were not
long in converting this prophetic christening into “Hush-a-bye Farm.” Mrs.
Ferguesson overheard some of this joking on a Saturday night (she was mar-
keting late after a lodge meeting on top of a busy day), and she didn’t like it.
On Sunday morning when he was dressing for church, she asked her husband
why he ever gave the farm such a foolish name. He explained to her that the
important crop on that farm was an idea. His farm was like an observatory
where one watched the signs of the times and saw the great change that was
coming for the benefit of all mankind. He even quoted Tennyson about look-
ing into the future “far as human eye could see.” It had been a long time since
he had quoted any poetry to her. She sighed and dropped the matter.

On the whole, Ferg did himself a good turn when he put up that piece
of nomenclature. People drove out of their way for miles to see it. They felt
more kindly toward old Ferg because he wrote himself down such an ass.In a
hardworking farming community a good joke is worth something. Ferguesson
himself felt a gradual warming toward him among his neighbours. He ascribed
it to the power of his oratory. It was really because he had made himself so
absurd, but this he never guessed. Idealists are seldom afraid of ridicule—if
they recognize it.

The Ferguesson children believed that their father was misunderstood by
people of inferior intelligence, and that conviction gave them a “cause” which
bound them together. They must do better than other children; better in
school, and better on the playground. They must turn in a quarter of a dollar
to help their mother out whenever they could. Experimental farming wasn’t
immediately remunerative.

Fortunately there was never any rent to pay. They owned their house
down by the depot. When Mrs. Ferguesson’s father died down in Missouri,
she bought that place with what he left her. She knew that was the safe thing
to do, her husband being a thinker. Her children were bound to her, and to
that house, by the deepest, the most solemn loyalty. They never spoke of that
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covenant to each other, never even formulated it in their own minds—never.
It was a consciousness they shared, and it gave them a family complexion.

On this Saturday of Lesley’s surprise visit home, Father was with the fam-
ily for breakfast. That was always a pleasant way to begin the day—especially
on Saturday, when no one was in a hurry. He had grave good manners toward
his wife and his children. He talked to them as if they were grown-up rea-
sonable beings—talked a trifle as if from a rostrum, perhaps,—and he never
indulged in small-town gossip. He was much more likely to tell them what he
had read in the Omaha World-Herald yesterday; news of the State capital and
the national capital. Sometimes he told them what a grasping selfish country
England was. Very often he explained to them how the gold standard had kept
the poor man down. The family seldom bothered him about petty matters—
such as that Homer needed new shoes, or that the iceman’s bill for the whole
summer had come in for the third time. Mother would take care of that.

On this particular Saturday morning Ferguesson gave especial attention
to Lesley. He asked her about her school, and had her name her pupils. “I
think you are fortunate to have the Wild Rose school, Lesley,” he said as he
rose from the table. “The farmers up there are open-minded and prosperous.
I have sometimes wished that I had settled up there, though there are certain
advantages in living at the county seat. The educational opportunities are bet-
ter. Your friendship with Miss Knightly has been a broadening influence.”

He went out to hitch up the buckboard to drive to the farm, while his wife
put up the lunch he was to take along with him, and Lesley went upstairs to
make the beds.

“Upstairs” was a story in itself, a secret romance. No caller or neighbour
had ever been allowed to go up there. All the children loved it—it was their
very own world where there were no older people poking about to spoil things.
And it was unique—not at all like other people’s upstairs chambers. In her
stuffy little bedroom out in the country Lesley had more than once cried for it.

Lesley and the boys liked space, not tight cubbyholes. Their upstairs was a
long attic which ran the whole length of the house, from the front door down-
stairs to the kitchen at the back. Its great charm was that it was unlined. No plas-
ter, no beaver-board lining; just the roof shingles, supported by long unplaned,
splintery rafters that sloped from the sharp roof-peak down to the floor of the
attic. Bracing these long roof rafters were cross rafters on which one could hang
things—a little personal washing, a curtain for tableaux, a rope swing for Bryan.

In this spacious, undivided loft were two brick chimneys, going up in neat
little stair-steps from the plank floor to the shingle roof—and out of it to the
stars! The chimneys were of red, unglazed brick, with lines of white mortar to
hold them together.
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Last year, after Lesley first got her school, Mrs. Ferguesson exerted
her authority and partitioned off a little room over the kitchen end of the
“upstairs” for her daughter. Before that, all the children slept in this delightful
attic. The three older boys occupied two wide beds, their sister her little single
bed. Bryan, subject to croup, still sSlumbered downstairs near his mother, but
he looked forward to his ascension as to a state of pure beatitude.

There was certainly room enough up there for widely scattered quarters,
but the three beds stood in a row, as in a hospital ward. The children liked to
be close enough together to share experiences.

Experiences were many. Perhaps the most exciting was when the driv-
ing, sleety snowstorms came on winter nights. The roof shingles were old and
had curled under hot summer suns. In a driving snowstorm the frozen flakes
sifted in through all those little cracks, sprinkled the beds and the children,
melted on their faces, in their hair! That was delightful. The rest of you was
snug and warm under blankets and comforters, with a hot brick at one’s feet.
The wind howled outside; sometimes the white light from the snow and the
half-strangled moon came in through the single end window. Each child had
his own dream-adventure. They did not exchange confidences; every “fellow”
had aright to his own. They never told their love.

If they turned in early, they had a good while to enjoy the outside weather;
they never went to sleep until after ten o’clock, for then came the sweetest
morsel of the night. At that hour Number Seventeen, the westbound passen-
ger, whistled in. The station and the engine house were perhaps an eighth of a
mile down the hill, and from far away across the meadows the children could
hear that whistle. Then came the heavy pants of the locomotive in the frosty
air. Then a hissing—then silence: she was taking water.

On Saturdays the children were allowed to go down to the depot to see
Seventeen come in. It was a fine sight on winter nights. Sometimes the great
locomotive used to sweep in armoured in ice and snow, breathing fire like a
dragon, its great red eye shooting a blinding beam along the white roadbed
and shining wet rails. When it stopped, it panted like a great beast. After it was
watered by the big hose from the overhead tank, it seemed to draw long deep
breaths, ready to charge afresh over the great Western land.

Yes, they were grand old warriors, those towering locomotives of other
days. They seemed to mean power, conquest, triumph—Jim Hill’s dream.
They set children’s hearts beating from Chicago to Los Angeles. They were the
awakeners of many a dream.

Asshe made theboys’bedsthat Saturday morning and put on clean sheets, Lesley
was thinking she would give a great deal to sleep out here as she used to. But when
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she got her school last year, her mother had said she must have a room of her
own. So a carpenter brought sheathing and “lined” the end of the long loft—the
end over the kitchen; and Mrs. Ferguesson bought a little yellow washstand and
a bowl and pitcher, and said with satisfaction: “Now you see, Lesley, if you were
sick, we would have some place to take the doctor.” To be sure, the doctor would
have to be admitted through the kitchen, and then come up a dark winding stair-
way with two turns. (Mr. Ferguesson termed it “the turnpike” His old Scotch
grandmother, he said, had always thus called a winding stairway.) And Lesley’s
room, when you got there, was very like a snug wooden box. It was possible, of
course, to leave her door open into the long loft, where the wood was brown and
the chimneys red and the weather always so close to one. Out there things were
still wild and rough—it wasn’t a bedroom or a chamber—it was a hall, in the old
baronial sense, reminded her of the lines in their Grimm’s Fairy Tales book:

Return, return, thou youthful bride,
This is a robbers’ hall inside.

v

When her daughter had put the attic to rights, Mrs. Ferguesson went uptown
to do her Saturday marketing. Lesley slipped out through the kitchen door and
sat down on the back porch. The front porch was kept neat and fit to receive
callers, but the back porch was given over to the boys. It was a messy-looking
place, to be sure. From the wooden ceiling hung two trapezes. At one corner
four boxing gloves were piled in a broken chair. In the trampled, grassless back
yard, two-by-fours, planted upright, supported a length of lead pipe on which
Homer practised bar exercises. Lesley sat down on the porch floor, her feet on
the ground, and sank into idleness and safety and perfect love.

The boys were much the dearest things in the world to her. To love them so
much was just . .. happiness. To think about them was the most perfect form
of happiness. Had they been actually present, swinging on the two trapezes,
turning on the bar, she would have been too much excited, too actively happy
to be perfectly happy. But sitting in the warm sun, with her feet on the good
ground, even her mother away, she almost ceased to exist. The feeling of being
at home was complete, absolute: it made her sleepy. And that feeling was not so
much the sense of being protected by her father and mother as of being with,
and being one with, her brothers. It was the clan feeling, which meant life or
death for the blood, not for the individual. For some reason, or for no reason,
back in the beginning, creatures wanted the blood to continue.
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After the noonday dinner Mrs. Ferguesson thoughtfully confided to her
daughter while they were washing the dishes:

“Lesley, 'm divided in my mind. I 'would so appreciate a quiet afternoon
with you, but I've a sort of engagement with the P.E.O. A lady from Canada is
to bethere to talk to us, and I've promised to introduce her. And just when I
want to have a quiet time with you.”

Lesley gave a sigh of relief and thought how fortunate it is that circum-
stances do sometimes make up our mind for us. In that battered canvas bag
upstairs there was a roll of arithmetic papers and “essays” which hung over
her like a threat. Now she would have a still hour in their beautiful parlour to
correct them; the shades drawn down, just enough light to read by, her father’s
unabridged at hand, and the boys playing bat and pitch in the back yard.

Lesley and her brothers were proud of their mother’s good looks, and that
she never allowed herself to become a household drudge, as so many of her
neighbours did. She “managed,” and the boys helped her to manage. For one
thing, there were never any dreary tubs full of washing standing about, and
there was no ironing day to make a hole in the week. They sent all the washing,
even the sheets, to the town steam laundry. Hector, with his weekly wages as
messenger boy, and Homer and Vincent with their stable jobs, paid for it. That
simple expedient did away with the worst blight of the working man’s home.

Mors. Ferguesson was “public-spirited,” and she was the friend of all good
causes. The business men of the town agreed that she had a great deal of influ-
ence, and that her name added strength to any committee. She was generally
spoken of as a very practical woman, with an emphasis which implied several
things. She was a “joiner,” too! She was a Royal Neighbor, and a Neighborly
Neighbor, and a P.E.O., and an Eastern Star. She had even joined the Method-
ist Win-a-Couple, though she warned them that she could not attend their
meetings, as she liked to spend some of her evenings at home.

Promptly at six thirty Monday morning Miss Knightly’s old mare stopped in
front of the Ferguessons’ house. The four boys were all on the front porch.
James himself carried Lesley’s bag down and put it into the buggy. He thanked
the Superintendent very courteously for her kindness and kissed his daughter
good-bye.

It had been at no trifling sacrifice that Miss Knightly was able to call for
Lesley at six thirty. Customarily she started on her long drives at nine o’clock.
This morning she had to give an extra half-dollar to the man who came to
curry and harness her mare. She herself got no proper breakfast, but a cold
sandwich and a cup of coffee at the station lunch counter—the only eating-
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place open at six o’clock. Most serious of all, she must push Molly a little on
the road, to land her passenger at the Wild Rose schoolhouse at nine o’clock.
Such small inconveniences do not sum up to an imposing total, but we assume
them only for persons we really care for.

\%

It was Christmas Eve. The town was busy with Christmas “exercises,” and all
the churches were lit up. Hector Ferguesson was going slowly up the hill which
separated the depot settlement from the town proper. He walked at no mes-
senger-boy pace tonight, crunching under his feet the snow which had fallen
three daysago, melted, and then frozen hard. His hands were in the pockets of
his new overcoat, which was so long that it almost touched the ground when
he toiled up the steepest part of the hill. It was very heavy and not very warm.
In those days there was a theory that in topcoats very little wool was neces-
sary if they were woven tight enough and hard enough to “keep out the cold.”
A barricade was the idea. Hector carried the weight and clumsiness bravely,
proudly. His new overcoat was a Christmas present from his sister. She had
gone to the big town in the next county to shop for it, and bought it with her
own money. He was thinking how kind Lesley was, and how hard she had
worked for that money, and how much she had to put up with in the rough
farmhouse where she boarded, out in the country. It was usually a poor house-
keeper who was willing to keep a teacher, since they paid so little. Probably the
amount Lesley spent for that coat would have kept her at a comfortable house
all winter. When he grew up, and made lots of money (a brakeman—maybe
an engineer), he would certainly be good to his sister.

Hector was a strange boy; a blend of the soft and the hard. In action he
was practical, executive, like his mother. But in his mind, in his thoughts and
plans, he was extravagant, often absurd. His mother suspected that he was
“dreamy.” Tonight, as he trailed up the frozen wooden sidewalk toward the
town, he kept looking up at the stars, which were unusually bright, as they
always seem over a stretch of snow. He was wondering if there were angels up
there, watching the world on Christmas Eve. They came before, on the first
Christmas Eve, he knew. Perhaps they kept the Anniversary. He thought about
a beautiful coloured picture tacked up in Lesley’s bedroom; two angels with
white robes and long white wings, flying toward a low hill in the early dawn
before sunrise, and on that distant hill, against the soft daybreak light, were
three tiny crosses. He never doubted angels looked like that. He was credulous
and truthful by nature. There was that look in his blue eyes. He would get it
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knocked out of him, his mother knew. But she believed he would always keep
some of it—enough to make him open-handed and open-hearted.

Tonight Hector had his leather satchel full of Christmas telegrams. After
he had delivered them all, he would buy his presents for his mother and the
children. The stores sold off their special Christmas things at a discount after
eleven o’clock on Christmas Eve.

VI

Miss Knightly was in Lincoln, attending a convention of Superintendents of
Public Instruction, when the long-to-be-remembered blizzard swept down
over the prairie State. Travel and telephone service were discontinued. A Chi-
cago passenger train was stalled for three days in a deep cut west of W—.
There she lay, and the dining-car had much ado to feed the passengers.

Miss Knightly was snowbound in Lincoln. She tarried there after the con-
vention was dismissed and her fellow superintendents had gone home to their
respective counties. She was caught by the storm because she had stayed over
to see Julia Marlowe (then young and so fair!) in The Love Chase. She was not
inconsolable to be delayed for some days. Why worry? She was staying at a
small but very pleasant hotel where the food was good and the beds were com-
fortable. She was New England born and bred, too conscientious to stay over
in the city from mere self-indulgence, but quite willing to be lost to MacAlpin
and X— County by the intervention of fate. She stayed, in fact, a week, greatly
enjoying such luxuries as plenty of running water, hot baths, and steam heat.
At that date MacAlpin houses, and even her office in the Court House, were
heated by hard-coal stoves.

At last she was jogging home on a passenger train which left Lincoln at a
convenient hour (it was two hours late, travel was still disorganized), when
she was pleased to see Mr. Redman in conductor’s uniform come into the car.
Two of his boys had been her pupils when she taught in high school, before she
was elected to a county office. Mr. Redman also seemed pleased, and after he
had been through the train to punch tickets, he came back and sat down in the
green plush seat opposite Miss Knightly and began to “tease.”

“I hear there was a story going up at the Court House that you’d eloped. I
was hoping you hadn’t made a mistake.”

“No. I thought it over and avoided the mistake. But what about you, Mr.
Redman? You belong on the run west out of MacAlpin, don’t you?”

“I don’t know where I belong, Ma’m, and nobody else does. This is Jack
Kelly’s run, but he got his leg broke trying to help the train crew shovel the
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sleeping-car loose in that deep cut out of W—. The passengers were just freez-
ing. This blizzard has upset everything. There’s got to be better organization
from higher up. This has taught us we just can’t handle an emergency. Hard
on stock, hard on people. A little neighbour of ours—why, you must know her,
she was one of your teachers—]Jim Ferguesson’s little girl. She got pneumonia
out there in the country and died out there.”

Miss Knightly went so white that Redman without a word hunted to the
end of the car and brought back a glass of water. He kept muttering that he was
sorry . . . that he “always put his foot in it.”

She did not disappoint him. She came back quickly. “That’s all right, Mr.
Redman. I’d rather hear it before I get home. Did she get lost in the storm? I
don’t understand.”

Mr. Redman sat down and did the best he could to repair damages.

“No, Ma’m, little Lesley acted very sensible, didn’t lose her head. You see,
the storm struck us about three o’clock in the afternoon. The whole day it had
been mild and soft, like Spring. Then it came down instanter, like a thousand
tons of snow dumped out of the sky. My wife was out in the back yard taking
in some clothes she’d hung to dry. She hadn’t even a shawl over her head. The
suddenness of it confused her so (she couldn’t see three feet before her), she
wandered around in our back yard, couldn’t find her way back to the house.
Pretty soon our old dog—he’s part shepherd—came yappin’ and whinin’. She
dropped the clothes and held onto his hair, and he got her to the back porch.
That’s how bad it was in MacAlpin.”

“And Lesley?” Miss Knightly murmured.

“Yes, Ma'm! I’'m coming to that. Her scholars tell about how the school-
room got alittle dark, and they all looked out, and there was no graveyard, and
no horses that some of them had rode to school on. The boys jumped up to run
out and see after the horses, but Lesley stood with her back against the door
and wouldn’t let "em go out. Told ’em it would be over in a few minutes. Well,
you see it wasn’t. Over four feet of snow fell in less’n an hour. About six o’clock
some of the fathers of the children that lived aways off started out on horse-
back, but the horses waded belly-deep, and a wind come up and it turned cold.

“Ford Robertson is the nearest neighbour, you know,—scarcely more than
across the road—eighth of a mile, maybe. As soon as he come in from his cor-
ral—the Herefords had all bunched up together, over a hundred of ’em, under
the lee of a big haystack, and he knew they wouldn’t freeze. As soon as he got
in, the missus made him go over to the schoolhouse an’ take a rope along
an’ herd ’em all over to her house, teacher an’ all, with the boys leading their
horses. That night Mrs. Robertson cooked nearly everything in the house
for their supper, and she sent Ford upstairs to help Lesley make shakedown



574 THE GoaLs or Civic LIFE

beds on the floor. Mrs. Robertson remembers when the big supper was ready
and the children ate like wolves, Lesley didn’t eat much—said she had a little
headache. Next morning she was pretty sick. That day all the fathers came on
horseback for the children. Robertson got one of them to go for old Doctor
Small, and he came down on his horse. Doctor said it was pneumonia, and
there wasn’t much he could do. She didn’t seem to have strength to rally. She
was out of her head when he got there. She was mostly unconscious for three
days, and just slipped out. The funeral is tomorrow. The roads are open now.
They were to bring her home today.”

The train stopped at a station, and Mr. Redman went to mend to his
duties. When he next came through the car Miss Knightly spoke to him. She
had recovered herself. Her voice was steady, though very low and very soft
when she asked him:

“Were any of her family out there with her when she was ill?”

“Why, yes, Mrs. Ferguesson was out there. That boy Hector got his mother
through, before the roads were open. He’d stop at a farmhouse and explain
the situation and borrow a team and get the farmer or one of his hands to give
them a lift to the next farm, and there they’d get a lift a little further. Every-
body knew about the school and the teacher by that time, and wanted to help,
no matter how bad the roads were. You see, Miss Knightly, everything would
have gone better if it hadn’t come on so freezing cold, and if the snow hadn’t
been so darn soft when it first fell. That family are terrible broke up. We all are,
down at the depot. She didn’t recognize them when they got there, I heard.”

VII

Twenty years after that historic blizzard Evangeline Knightly—now Mrs.
Ralph Thorndike—alighted from the last eastbound passenger at the Mac-
Alpin station. No one at the station knew who she was except the station
master, and he was not quite sure. She looked older, but she also looked more
prosperous, more worldly. When she approached him at his office door and
asked, “Isn’t this Mr. Beardsley?” he recognized her voice and speech.

“That’s who. And it’s my guess this is, or used to be, Miss Knightly. I've
been here almost forever. No ambition. But you left us a long time ago. You're
looking fine, Ma'm, if I may say so.”

She thanked him and asked him to recommend a hotel where she could
stay for a day or two.

He scratched his head. “Well, the Plummer House ain’t no Waldorf-Astoria,
but the travelling men give a good report of it. The Bishop always stays there
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when he comes to town. You like me to telephone for an otto [automobile] to
take you up? Lord, when you left here there wasn’t an otto in the town!”

Mrs. Thorndike smiled. “Not many in the world, I think. And can you tell
me, Mr. Beardsley, where the Ferguessons live?”

“The depot Ferguessons? Oh, they live uptown now. Ferg built right west
of the Court House, right next to where the Donaldsons used to live. You’ll
find lots of changes. Some’s come up, and some’s come down. We used to
laugh at Ferg and tell him politics didn’t bring in the bacon. But he’s got it on
us now. The Democrats are sure grand job-givers. Throw ’em round for value
received. I still vote the Republican ticket. Too old to change. Anyhow, all
those new jobs don’t affect therailroadsmuch. They can’t put a college profes-
sor on to run trains. Now I'll telephone for an otto for you.”

Miss Knightly, after going to Denver, had married a very successful young
architect, from New England, like herself, and now she was on her way back
to Brunswick, Maine, to revisit the scenes of her childhood. Although she had
never been in MacAlpin since she left it fifteen years ago, she faithfully read
the MacAlpin Messenger and knew the important changes in the town.

After she had settled her room at the hotel, and unpacked her toilet arti-
cles, she took a cardboard box she had brought with her in the sleeping-car,
and went out on a personal errand. She came back to the hotel late for lunch—
had a tray sent up to her room, and at four o’clock went to the office in the
Court House which used to be her office. This was the autumn of the year,
and she had a great desire to drive out among the country schools and see how
much fifteen years had changed the land, the pupils, the teachers.

When she introduced herself to the present incumbent, she was cordially
received. The young Superintendent seemed a wide-awake, breezy girl, with
bobbed blond hair and crimson lips. Her name was Wanda Bliss.

Mrs. Thorndike explained that her stay would not be long enough to let
her visit all the country schools, but she would like Miss Bliss’s advice as to
which were the most interesting.

“Oh, I can run you around to nearly all of them in a day, in my car!”

Mrs. Thorndike thanked her warmly. She liked young people who were
not in the least afraid of life or luck or responsibility. In her own youth there
were very few like that. The teachers, and many of the pupils out in the coun-
try schools, were eager—but anxious. She laughed and told Miss Bliss that she
meant to hire a buggy, if there was such a thing left in MacAlpin, and drive out
into the country alone.

“I get you. You want to put on an old-home act. You might phone around
to any farmers you used to know. Some of them still keep horses for haying.”
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Mrs. Thorndike got a list of the country teachers and the districts in which
they taught. A few of them had been pupils in the schools she used to visit.
Those she was determined to see.

The following morning she made the call she had stopped off at MacAlpin
to make. She rang the doorbell at the house pointed out to her, and through
the open window heard a voice call: “Come in, come in, please. I can’t answer
the bell.”

Mrs. Thorndike opened the door into a shining oak hall with a shining
oak stairway.

“Come right through, please. I'm in the back parlour. I sprained my ankle
and can’t walk yet.”

The visitor followed the voice and found Mrs. Ferguesson sitting in a
spring rocker, her bandaged right foot resting on a low stool.

“Come in, Ma’m. I have a bad sprain, and the little girl who does for me is
downtown marketing. Maybe you came to see Mr. Ferguesson, but his office
is—” here she broke off and looked up sharply—intently—at her guest. When
the guest smiled, she broke out: “Miss Knightly! Are you Miss Knightly? Can
itbe?”

“They call me Mrs. Thorndike now, but I'm Evangeline Knightly just the
same.” She put out her hand, and Mrs. Ferguesson seized it with both her own.

“It’s too good to be true!” she gasped with tears in her voice, “just too good
to be true. The things we dream about that way don’t happen.” She held fast to
Mrs. Thorndike’s hand as if she were afraid she might vanish. “When did you
come to town, and why didn’t they let me know!”

“I came only yesterday, Mrs. Ferguesson, and I wanted to slip in on you
just like this, with no one else around.”

“Mr. Ferguesson must have known. But his mind is always off on some
trail, and he never brings me any news when I’'m laid up like this. Dear me! It’s
a long time.” She pressed the visitor’s hand again before she released it. “Get
yourself a comfortable chair, dear, and sit down by me. I do hate to be helpless
like this. It wouldn’t have happened but for those slippery front stairs. Mr. Fer-
guesson just wouldn’t put a carpet on them, because he says folks don’t carpet
hardwood stairs, and I tried to answer the doorbell in a hurry, and this is what
come of it. 'm not naturally a clumsy woman on my feet.”

Mrs. Thorndike noticed an aggrieved tone in her talk which had never
been there in the old days when she had so much to be aggrieved about. She
brought a chair and sat down close to Mrs. Ferguesson, facing her. The good
woman had not changed much, she thought. There was a little grey in her
crinkly auburn hair, and there were lines about her mouth which used not to
be there, but her eyes had all the old fire.
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“How comfortably you are fixed here, Mrs. Ferguesson! I'm so glad to find
you like this.”

“Yes, we’re comfortable—now that they’re all gone! It’s mostly his taste. He
took great interest.” She spoke rather absently, and kept looking out through
the polished hall toward the front door, as if she were expecting someone. It
seemed a shame that anyone naturally so energetic should be enduring this
foolish antiquated method of treating a sprain. The chief change in her, Mrs.
Thorndike thought, was that she had grown softer. She reached for the visitor’s
hand again and held it fast. Tears came to her eyes.

Mrs. Thorndike ventured that she had found the town much changed for
the better.

Yes, Mrs. Ferguesson supposed it was.

Then Mrs. Thorndike began in earnest. “How wonderful it is that all your
sons have turned out so well! I take the MacAlpin paper chiefly to keep track
of the Ferguesson boys. You and Mr. Ferguesson must be very proud.”

“Yes’m, we are. We are thankful.”

“Even the Denver papers have long articles about Hector and Homer and
their great sheep ranches in Wyoming. And Vincent has become such a cel-
ebrated chemist, and is helping to destroy all the irreducible elements that I
learned when I went to school. And Bryan is with Marshall Field!”

Mrs. Ferguesson nodded and pressed her hand, but she still kept looking
down the hall toward the front door. Suddenly she turned with all herself to
Mrs. Thorndike and with a storm of tears cried out from her heart: “Oh, Miss
Knightly, talk to me about my Lesley! Seems so many have forgot her, but I
know you haven’t.”

“No, Mrs. Ferguesson, I never forget her. Yesterday morning I took a box of
roses that [ brought with me from my own garden down to where she sleeps.
I was glad to find a little seat there, so that I could stay for a long while and
think about her.”

“Oh, I wish I could have gone with you, Miss Knightly! (I can’t call you
anything else.) I wish we could have gone together. I can’t help feeling she
knows. Anyhow, we know! And there’s nothing in all mylife so precious to me
to remember and think about as my Lesley. I'm no soft woman, either. The
boys will tell you that. They’ll tell you they got on because I always had a firm
hand over them. They're all true to Lesley, my boys. Every time they come
home they go down there. They feel it like I do, as if it had happened yester-
day. Their father feels it, too, when he’s not taken up with his abstractions.
Anyhow, I don’t think men feel things like women and boys. My boys have
stayed boys. I do believe they feel as bad as I do about moving up here. We have
four nice bedrooms upstairs to make them comfortable, should they all come
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home at once, and they’re polite about us and tell us how well fixed we are. But
Miss Knightly, I know at the bottom of their hearts they wish they was back in
the old house down by the depot, sleeping in the attic.”

Mrs. Thorndike stroked her hand. “I looked for the old house as I was
coming up from the station. I made the driver stop.”

“Ain’t it dreadful, what’s been done to it? If I’d foreseen, I’d never have let
Mr. Ferguesson sell it. It was in my name. I’d have kept it to go back to and
remember sometimes. Folks in middle age make a mistake when they think
they can better themselves. They can’t, not if they have any heart. And the
other kind don’t matter—they aren’t real people—just poor put-ons, that try
to be like the advertisements. Father even took me to California one winter.
I was miserable all the time. And there were plenty more like me—miserable
underneath. The women lined up in cafeterias, carrying their little trays—Ilike
convicts, seemed to me—and running to beauty shops to get their poor old
hands manicured. And the old men, Miss Knightly, I pitied them most of all!
Old bent-backed farmers, standing round in their shirt-sleeves, in plazas and
alleyways, pitching horseshoes like they used to do at home. I tell you, people
are happiest where they’ve had their children and struggled along and been
real folks, and not tourists. What do you think about all this runningaround,
Miss Knightly? You're an educated woman, I never had much schooling.”

“I don’t think schooling gives people any wisdom, Mrs. Ferguesson. I
guess only life does that.”

“Well, this T know: our best years are when we’re working hardest and
going right ahead when we can hardly see our way out. Times I was a good deal
perplexed. But I always had one comfort. I did own our own house. I never had
to worry about the rent. Don’t it seem strange to you, though, that all our boys
are so practical, and their father such a dreamer?”

Mrs. Thorndike murmured that some people think boys are most likely to
take after their mother.

Mrs. Ferguesson smiled absently and shook her head. Presently she came
out with: “It’s a comfort to me up here, on a still night I can still hear the trains
whistle in. Sometimes, when I can’t sleep, I lie and listen for them. And I can
almost think I am down there, with my children up in the loft. We were very
happy.” She looked up at her guest and smiled bravely. “I suppose you go away
tonight?”

Mrs. Thorndike explained her plan to spend a day in the country.

“You’re going out to visit the little schools? Why, God bless you, dear!
You're still our Miss Knightly! But you’d better take a car, so you can get up to
the Wild Rose school and back in one day. Do go there! The teacher is Mandy
Perkins—she was one of her little scholars. You’ll like Mandy, an’ she loved
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Lesley. You must get Bud Sullivan to drive you. Engage him right now—the
telephone’s there in the hall, and the garage is 306. He’ll creep along for you, if
you tell him. He does for me. I often go out to the Wild Rose school, and over
to see dear Mrs. Robertson, who ain’t so young as she was then. I can’t go with
Mr. Ferguesson. He drives so fast it’s no satisfaction. And then he’s not always
mindful. He’s had some accidents. When he gets to thinking, he’s just as likely
to run down a cow as not. He’s had to pay for one. You know cows will cross
the road right in front of a car. Maybe their grandchildren calves will be more
modern-minded.”

Mrs. Thorndike did not see her old friend again, but she wrote her a long
letter from Wiscasset, Maine, which Mrs. Ferguesson sent to her son Hector,
marked, “To be returned, but first pass on to your brothers.”





