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the South Fork was dreadfully in love with the new schoolma’am over on Noon
Creek. She had deduced for herself that Banker Potter’s “vacations” to
Minneapolis were to dry out from whiskey. She had the Scotch Heaven
neighbdrs down cold--the Speddersons would exert themselves only to avoid
work, the Frews were tight as ticks where money was involved, the Erskines
would lend you the elbows out of their sleeves, the Barclays kept everything up
their sleeves--and accepted the principle that each family had some exception that
proved the rule. But whatever this look on Wesley Williamson’s face represented
was beyond her; she had never known anyone to be sorry for her father.

They were near enough to Warren Williamson on his cutting-chute throne
that he didn’t need to shout, but he shouted anyway:

“I’ll tell you again, Ninian, I want you Scotch Heaven lamb lickers off that
Roman Reef range. We’ve always grazed up in through there.”

Her father leveled a stare across the backs of the cattle to the elder

Williamson. Then said in his Biblical timbre:

“You can want.”
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‘ In that exchange of thunders Susan had seen something, and if she had,
the young man so intent across the corral surely must have: in the contest of the

fathers there at the stockyard, Warren Williamson looked away first.

Aboard the motor launch, the ancient impatience of water moving them
steadily into the mountains, she scrutinized Wes as he placed the coil of rope
where it belonged. A quarter of a century and then some, on the visage across
that corral; the same Wes but more so, if that was possible. The boxer’s jawline.
The philosophical eyes. Jack Dempsey met the jack of spades in that face. After
all her trying, in love and its opposite, this was still a puzzle to her, the different
ways of adding up Wes.

He met her gaze for a moment, smiled but kept the silence, then they both

turned again to the Gates of the Mountains.

“Have I got it right, that we’re out here freezing our tails just so’s you can

sing to us?” the boatman, Harris, was asking Monty.
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“This is a new one on me,” Monty replied, light-headed with it all. “But
that’s about the size of it.” He warmed his hands over the boat engine. “Probably
the Major didn’t order this wind. Throw it in free, did you?”

Harris hunched farther into his mackinaw and steered toward the middle of
the river, giving plenty of leeway to the blunt set of cliffs rearing at the next bend.
Monty followed the boatman’s glance around the vessel. The Major and the
music mistress at the bow, taking in the sights. The Major’s Helena hired couple
huddling under the canvas canopy, bewildered as chickens. Himself and Harris,
chauffeurs by land and water. Six folks total on an excursion boat that would
hold, what, thirty? “Normal people, I don’t take out here this soon in the year,”
Harris muttered.

Like to meet any of those in this lifetime, normal, Monty’s mind raced.
But the man has a point. ‘Normal’ wouldn’t cut it, a shindig like this, would it.

Notions jittered in him today like fancywear on a clothesline. To be doing
something besides picturing himself in full song beneath chandeliers that
scintillated like the diamonds in the necklaces and stickpins of the rapt audience
one moment and envisioning himself pucker-mouthed and mute as a trout in front

of this music woman the next instant, Monty scanned the range of mountains
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stacked around the canyon. As scenery went, the Big Belts struck him as dead-
end views: gulches to nowhere, slabs of cliff around every corner, round-
shouldered summits that didn’t amount to that much. Not like his boundless Two
Medicine country, with its dune shapes of the Sweetgrass Hills way over east
there as if they were pretty mirages that just never faded and the great reefs of the
Rockies up everywhere into the sky to the west. This river was something,
though, rolling its way mile after mile through this rock-solid canyon. The hum
came without his even trying. Oh, Shenandoah, I long to see you/Away, you
rolling river. “Can you sing that one by yourself, Monty? Mama’s mama taught
me it, when I was little like you . Here, I'll help you with it.” Oh, Shenandoabh,
I’ll not deceive you/Away, we’re bound away, ‘cross the wide Missouri. Bound
away; maybe that was as good a way as any to look at this dizzying excursion on
what was indubitably the Missouri, although these canyons held in the wide.
Helena had spurned the river in favor of gold-flecked gulches, so by now the city,
the capitol dome or the fancy turreted houses or Clore Street or any of that, lay far
out of sight behind the boat. Around another bend now, and Monty craned out

enough to catch a glimpse of the higher reaches of the Big Belt Range. Nice clean

fresh snow on those slopes; good tracking snow. He half wished he were up
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there hunting, cutting the tracks of a bull elk in one of those open parks near
timberline, instead of down here at this. But wishing was what had landed him
into this, wasn’t it.

“Say, how many horses you got going on this pirate ship?” he threw out,
to get the boatman to talking. Best way to be was to listen more than you spoke.

“Couple dozen. Who wants to know?” Harris eyed him as if he resented
the challenge to the boat’s horsepower.

The Dusenberg had a couple of hundred. “Just wondering. I been around
engines quite a little bit myself.” Monty gratefully rubbed his hands in the
radiated heat from the cylinder block. Fingers long and tapered but strong from
years of milking cows; pinkish palms that had known their share of calluses--
these hands had been his ticket to chauffeuring, that time during his recuperation
when he took it upon himself to tinker Mister Wendell’s junked Model A back to
life, handling each part of the stripped-down engine until he could have assembled
them in bed under the covers. ‘Handy’ was one thing that meant what it said.
With all due satisfaction he recalled washing these hands over and over at the end

of each day spent in the grease, carefully cleaning under the fingernails with the

point of his jackknife blade, to look slick as a whistle when he sat up to the
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Double W supper table with the hard-used riders and hayhands. The hands had
done their job, flagged the Major’s attention when he looked around for someone
new to be his car man after Frenchy went on one drinking spree too many. Monty
kept oh rubbing them here for circulation and luck. Now to see what his voicebox
could manage.

Of its own accord his turned-up overcoat collar all at once drooped and let
the wind in on him, surprising him the way just about everything was surprising
him today. No reason to be jumpy, he told himself as he turned the unruly collar
back up. Yes, there was. White lady variety. He sneaked another peek toward
the bow of the boat and wondered again about the singing teacher.

“How do you do, again, Miss Susan,” he heard come out of his mouth
when she stepped aboard the boat and walked up to him as if examining a bad
painting. He had no earthly idea why again hopped in there that way. It wasn’t
as if he was on speaking acquaintance with her--although he had heard enough
rumors about the Major and her, back a while ago before he was driving for the

Major--but somehow the fact that he and she both were from the Two Medicine

country seemed like a kind of knowing each other.
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She came right back at him with: “You seem to have caught the Major’s
ear. Such a debut.”

»”

“He’s giving me a good help, with this.” He had not really known what
more to ’say about the Major providing all of outdoors as a music hall. Being a
Williamson, the Major could do these things. With that, the two of them ran out
of things to say, although chitchat went on until the boat chugged to life and
pulled out onto the river.

What if he got buck fever, in front of her, and couldn’t remember the
words? Couldn’t possibly forget words to something you’d known all your life.
“Sing with Mama while she washes, Montgomery. Ah ah AH! That’s it, sing
with Mama.” Just to make sure, he ran the song through his head.

Then what if he sang it word-perfect and she still said she had heard a
better voice on a bullfrog?

Nervously he rubbed an eyebrow with the knuckle of his thumb. Nobody
around but the clam running the boat and the dumb-cluck hired couple to watch
him make a fool of himself, at least. That wasn’t always the case when he hit the

Helena country. Helena had played hell with him, all right, Monty reflected with

overdue wisdom as the boat slowed to a kind of aquatic waddle in the presence of
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the most imposing cliffs yet. He grimaced, the reminder of his last time in there
still so fresh. The dust-up over his fantan debt, nothing really hurt except his
dignity; but on top of that, the brush-off from Leticia. A man could hardly come
to town any more without getting treated like Job’s dog. “Leticia?” those joyboys
in the Zanzibar had razzed him unmercifully, “call out the militia!” This time his
wince cut all the way to the heart. He had been stuck on Leticia. She wasn’t
street baggage, she was a good decent copper-brown woman with a part-interest
in a millinery establishment and a sideline in cosmetics. He had sounded her out
on marriage, even. “You're a lovely man, Monty, but you are no provider.” And
off she had gone with that slickback head waiter from the Broadwater Hotel.

Maybe it had taken him too long to get himself in gear, maybe he
shouldn’t have needed yet another dose of Clore Street to teach him. But in any
case he had dragged his tail back to the ranch admitting to himself that life there
was never going to provide beyond what it already did--the room on the back end
of the wash-house, the choreboy’s place at the long table three times a day, wages
that were gone before you could clink the dollars together. Which is why he had

mustered himself and asked the proper source:
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‘ “Major? You know anything about those singers, on stage and that? 1

was wondering if I could make some money with it.”

“Pity.” Wes was peering critically at the Missouri’s volume of water,
lapping against the sheer base of the cliffs.

“What is?”

“Oh, nothing. It would’ve made a wonderful place to put a railroad
through.”

“You and your railroad notion,” Susan made fun of him. “You would
levitate it, would you?” Actually, it occurred to her, magic carpets were his stock
in trade. Wes had but to say abracadabra and this steam launch awaited where the
Missouri swept into the mountains. Monty and the Doozy presenting themselves
at the dock, both looking newly spiffed up. She herself had been royally fetched
from Highland Street by the Swedish couple who took care of Wes’s Helena
house, the Gustafsons. Susan had stiffened when she learned the Gustafsons
were to be her escorts. A number of times they had served as camouflage for
Wes, in the audience with him when she sang.

‘ “An outing for the servants, is this to be?”
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“Your old friendship with Mrs.Gustafson must be kept green.” Then in

his married tone: “It’s that usual matter, how things have to look. Please, Susan.”

Appearances. Keeping those up was one of the prices of Wes’s wealth,

and she knew there had been other costs as well. She was one of them.

Clasping her scarf to her throat against another incursion of the raw wind,

she glanced back along the length of the boat. Mr. and Mrs. Gustafson sat

shivering, dressed too lightly. Susan had little sympathy. Sweden was not

exactly a Mediterranean clime, why did the Gustafsons think Montana’s latitude

would be balmy?

She centered her attention back on the matter of Monty. The taproot of

talent is ambition. This man was quite far along in life to be wanting a career;

what had he been saving himself for until now? Not to mention far along the

palette of pigmentation, compared to the flesh tones of the audiences he seemed to

crave. Yet she knew he had already come some way up in life. The dawn-and-

dusk chores of the Duff homestead would never leave her, and when she

multiplied those by what must be the drudgeries asked of a choreboy on a ranch as

huge as the Double W, yes, this Monty person had come considerably up. The

emphatic crease of his trousers, the good hat. And he smartly wore a greatcoat,
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nearly as capacious as that on Wes. She wondered how on earth he and his
mother had alit with the Williamsons: two shakes of pepper in that salt-white
confederacy of riders and masters.

She kept watch on him now as Wes beckoned him from the stern. He had
a roomy chest, which gave her hope. Ropy in build, and as yet he had no belly to
speak of. Full-lipped, but no more so than the bee-sting look that was popular on
motion picture women. Glowering brows, but his eyes held no open belligerence;
quite to the contrary, they seemed to be full of negotiation. Small ears, tight to his
head. Hair that hadn’t been fiddled with, no misplaced faith in doses of
straightener. Spotless hands and fingernails. In outward appearance, she was
forced to admit, so far so good with Montgomery Rathbun, songbird on the edge
of the Williamson nest.

“All of a sudden you feel that it’s due him?” she had tried to press Wes.

“You might say that.”

“Monty in particular? I'm just asking.”

“Why so suspicious? You make it sound as if I have more motives than
Rasputin. Isn’t the glimmer of a voice enough for you to go on?”

“Wes, you yourself say that your ear is straight from the tinsmith.”
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“I knew what I was hearing when I first heard you, didn’t I?”

There was a fluster at the center of the boat as Mrs. Gustafson scurried out
from under the canopy and announced noon by pointing to the sun. She brought
forth the dinner basket: fresh baked bread, headcheese, boiled eggs. A lard can of
doughnuts.

“It’s a hard and fast rule of the profession,” Susan headed this off, “that
Monty must sing with an empty stomach.”

“Then we’ll listen, in hungry concert,” Wes said. He looked around at the
cliffs, like opera-house walls grown to five hundred feet: La Scala fashioned out
of a fjord. “Will this do?” He seemed to be serious.

Susan smiled a little. “As good a place as any.”

“Harris, can you let us drift?” Wes called to the launch operator.

When the engine was shut off, the silence was overpowering. The wind
stirred the swags of branches far above them, but evidently was blocked by the
oxbow turn of the river.

Monty took a position in the center of the boat. Susan was dismayed to
see he stood like a cowboy, hip-sprung, spraddled. But then that’s what he was,

among a confusing number of other things, she reminded herself.
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As if feeling the need for correction in her look, he grasped the lapels of
his coat, thought better of that stance, and let his hands drop to his side. There
they opened and closed. He drew in an audible, open-mouthed breath, but no
voice issued forth. Standing as if rooted to the deck, he seemed dry-lipped,
apprehensive. It suddenly dawned on Susan that Wes was making it hard for
him, depositing him out here in this magnificence, proffering him his moment in
grand style, testing him. Deliberately?
“Ready when you are, Monty,” issued from Wes now, not exactly an
order but close enough.
Stiff as a cactus, Monty aimed himself at the crowding cliffs and suddenly
let out:
“When Israel was in Egypt land,
Let my people go.”
There was a catch of breath, Monty’s and everybody else’s, then he sang
on in a tone as deep as a bronze bell.
“Oppressed so hard, she could not stand,

Let my people go.”
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Wes listened with everything in him, the song taking him back through

time. Back nearly as long as he could remember, Angeline Rathbun’s spirituals

had hovered over the white clotheslines in the back yard at the ranch, indeed like

angelic sea chanties wafting above a ship under sail. The carry of Monty’s voice,

though, had mostly been prominent at branding time and roundup, when the other

riders would encourage him to yell the cattle down out of distant coulees. That,

and shouting tag-ends of jokes back to his interlocutor, the announcer, in his

rodeo period. Listening to Monty now, Wes put his head down and focused on

the upside-down steeple of his fingertips meeting, very much as he did when he

was in the confessional.

Susan keenly watched Monty’s every breath, as the echoes chorused off

the cliffwalls.

“You’ll not get lost in the wilderness,

Let my people go,

With a lighted candle in your breas’,

Let my people go.

“Go down, Moses,
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Way down in Egypt land,
Tell old Pharoah
To let my people go.”

When he finished, the Gustafsons hesitantly beat their mittened hands in
applause. The boatman leaned forward in fascination. Wes nodded firm
encouragement to Monty. Five faces now turned toward Susan.

“Again, please, Monty.”

Monty sagged.

“Don’t be down in the mouth,” Wes consoled at once. “She’s known to be
hard to please.”

“If you could possibly hold off on the man-to-man sympathy,” Susan
shushed him. “Monty? Again?”

“Miss Susan, honest, that’s as good as I can do.”

She seemed surprised. “Then just do it the same. Monty, I’m sorry, but
one time through a song is not being a singer. That’s merely”--she searched for
an uncritical set of words--"whistling with your voicebox. I need to hear certain

things again in how you managed that song. I thought that’s why we’re here.”
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She locked eyes with him, the stare that had conquered a thousand pupils. “Now
then.”

Wes broke their deadlock. “Harris?” He twirled a finger at the boatman,
and the launch coughed to life and turned back upriver to where Monty had aimed
his voice at the canyon amphitheater. As soon as the engine was cut, Monty
squared away, this time closed his eyes against the challenge of Susan’s, and in
slow measure summoned up from wherever he could reach in himself: “Go down,
Moses...”

When the last echo expended itself, Wes clapped once, hard, and swung
around to Susan. “Well?”

“Well.”

“Susan, blast you,” Wes was nearly laughing in exasperation, Monty

scarcely daring to breathe, “what’s the verdict?”
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Ninian’s Land

1924

Scotch Heaven may not have amounted to much as a site,

but you cannot beat it as a sight.

--from the diary of Susan Duff

Susan scrubbed the floor a second time. The homestead house had stood
empty since 1918. Almost the same could be said of the valley.

The world was definitely a different habitat on hands and knees. Her
kneeling parts ached and her knuckles were red from the harsh washwater as she
attacked the uneven pine floorboards with the scrub brush, round two. Cows had
been in here; Wendell Williamson’s drizzling cows, Wes’s drizzling cows,
depending on whichever end of the beasts he held title to in the Double W scheme

of things.
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Troughs of the past pooled with sudsy water as she slaved away at the old
floor. The oblong worn spot in front of the cookstove where her mother had
fended, morning, noon, and night, for thirty years. “Susan, see to Samuel, pretty
please. The taties are refusing to boil, the devils.” Over there where the table had
sat, the most seriously rubbed groove was the spot where her father’s sizable
workshoes shuffled. “A man needs a firm understanding,” topmost in the tiny
horde of jokes he allowed himself. Her father could quarrel with the wind, then
turn around and recite from heart the most lilting Bible passage. It picked at her
that contradictions were still the fare of this house. Ninian Duff had swept into
this pocketed-away valley in 1887 with a bemused wife and a daughter inquisitive
beyond her three years of life and a ramrod determination to make his chosen
acres of American earth a homesteaded Eden, whether or not the land had those
ingredients. And here I am, back at his old haunt. I can just hear him. “Ay,
Susan, we couldn’t have kept you in Scotch Heaven with heavy fetters, and here
you are back because of a notion worth its weight in moonbeams?” She knew the
chapters of her life did not sit well together, she didn’t need telling by the echoes

here.
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In mid-swipe at the next offending floorboard she froze. Motion and
furriness where none should be, in the open doorway.

She jerked her head up as the ragged ball of gray settled into cat pose, at
ease on its haunches, ready to be waited on.

“You’re prompt,” Susan addressed it, “wherever you’ve been mooching
previous to now.”

The cat licked its chops remindfully.

“Shoo. Scoot now. There’s not a drop of milk, canned or by the squirt,
on the premises yet. Later.” She dipped her fingers in the bucket and flicked
washwater at the cat, which flinched, thought matters over, and stalked out.

The vagrant cat dispatched, she made herself simmer down and take stock
of what all else needed doing to make the place livable. Except for the want of a
door, the house was still in one piece, at least. Windows were filthy, half a dozen
years of grime and fly life on them, but they would feel washwater before the day
was out. The roof seemed sound, although she knew the test of that would arrive
with the first cloudburst. Other necessities for her stay here--the pump at the well
outside that gaping doorway, the cookstove and stovepipe, the outhouse--she had

found to be extremely elderly but in working order. By nightfall, assuming that
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Wendell Williamson’s roustabouts didn’t tip over in a coulee with her truckload of
promised furniture on the rutted road into here, she would be installed in a
reasonably presentable household or keel over in the attempt.

But an academy of music here for one pupil, and the pupil it is? Launch
Montgomery Rathbun, poor, dark, and not exactly handsome, into a career in
song from anywhere, let alone here? Every kind of doubt applied, despite her
best efforts to send them on their way. Has Wes gone out of his head?
Absconded to New York meanwhile, Wes had, to spend time in the shallow
bosom of his marriage. Susan allowed herself a vixen smile over that, but her
mood returned as she had to stoke up the reluctant old stove to heat a bucket of
rinse water.

Before the next bout of scrubbing, she stepped outside and took her
leisure at the perimeter of the yard, idly whacking cockleburrs and nettles out of
her way with a stick. Nearby, the creek ducked past behind its stand of diamond
willows, plump at their ends with budbreak. A well-behaved school of white
clouds coasted over the highest peaks to the west. Door or no door, Susan
conceded, she at least had lucked into the picture-perfect time of the North Fork

valley, with wild hay surging in the bottomland along the creek and fresh grass on
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past M
the buttes and foothills that tilted the valley to the spring sun. On a day like this / P

/

when the clear air was a delicate shellac on every detail of each gray-blue pillaring

cliff, the mountains castled up even closer than she had remembered over the Duff
homestead and the dozen other deserted ones of Scotch Heaven.
Green-stained stick in her hand, Susan stood stock still for a minute and
listened with all her might.
The silence. Eloquent of the space, of the reach of country here along the
footings of the Rockies, the cathedral-rise of the continent into the blue stillness of
sky, the prairie unrolling from the other horizon like Bedouin tarpaulin.
Her ears took in the solitude, her mind staying busy with the comings and U\;?/CL ‘
a
goings of the dead and the momentarily absent. “Ghosts, Remembrancer? I don’t M})
believe in them at all. But they’re there.” She chuckled, catching herself at this,
falling back on the old loved book of stories that the eight grades of the South
Fork schoolhouse had read to tatters. The truth of the matter was she didn’t at all
believe in the specter world, but right now she rather wished she was capable of
it. Ghosts ought be interesting company, she reasoned, particularly here. Not
gauzy visitors who popped out of walls and gabbed when least expected, she

could do without those. But why shouldn’t leftover spirits, to call them that,
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constitute a kind of echo of the soul, lingering tunelike in the air after life was
gone? A nocturne, she wouldn’t be surprised: ruminative, tending toward
melancholy--after all, the poor things are no longer the freshest notes in the
musical arrangement, are they--yet with a serenade melody that would not leave
the mind. Chopin, she decided, pensive a moment herself; Chopin surely would
be the court musician of eternity’s nightsingers.

It took no real prompting to remind herself that she currently had enough
concerns dealing with the living. To name the closest to mind--she lopped the
head off a thistle with opinionated vigor--Wendell Williamson, mastermind of
trespassing cows. But bright and early tomorrow the matter would become Monty
Rathbun, showing up here expecting to trade a chauffeur’s polishing rag for the
velvet stage curtains of Carnegie Hall. Never mind the impenetrable head of Wes,
have I gone out of mine? Or at least bid goodbye to any speck of judgment I had
inme?

She listened again, as if her life depended on it.

Again, nothing met her ear but the cockleshell ring of silence. Instead,
memory hinted behind her eyes everywhere her glance lit. Her mother, plump as

a hen, forever there in the front room used for gatherings, trilling one of the songs
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of the old country with Donald and Jen Erskine or grandly matching installments
of poetry with Angus McCaskill. Her father, whiskers down his chest, striding
off up the slope to the scattered band of woolies with the fatalistic tread of that
first keeper of sheep who ever came to grief, Abel. And Samuel, oh God of my
father, where in the tune of things is there any explanation of Samuel?
As alone as she had ever been, which was saying a lot, she squared her

shoulders and went back in to where the scrub brush waited.

The sparkplugs lay in two rows on a clean gunnysack rag spread along the
runningboard of the Dusenberg, like soldiers formed up on a tan field for the
changing of the guard.

Monty fingered the new ones with respect, intrigued as he always was by
the notion of bits of fire igniting gasoline in the cylinder heads. He twirled each
fresh sparkplug into its place in the rank atop the engine, tightening down just so
with a socket wrench. Try as he would, though, to confine himself to what his
hands were doing, his mind insisted on going like sixty. You are stark crazy, a
man your age, ran one line of self-argument about this bright idea of trying to

turn himself into a singer at this stage of life. The other camp just as vigorously
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pointed out that a man gets in a rut, and the next thing you know, that rut is six
feet deep and there’s an epitaph over it.

So, try high or lay low. Things were going his way so far, quite the deal
if he did say so himself. Hadn’t the music teacher taken him on? Wasn’t the
Major peeling off the money to cover it? But in each case, he had to wonder just
why they were providing for him like this. As he’d heard said one time in the
Zanzibar, you could never be sure whether what white folks were passing you
was pepper or fly grunt.

That was the sort of thinking his mother would have called overly picky,
Monty. He extracted the last grimy sparkplug and spun a fresh one in. There.
Firing on all eight. That’s where I better get myself to. His engine work
finished, he washed up and then applied bag balm to his hands to keep them nice,
wishing he had something similar for his voice and for that matter the rest of the
inside of his head. Tomorrow already he had to start lessons from her. Rubbing
the balm in and in, he stood there beside the long yellow car for a minute, looking
off to the prairie he had been born to, and around at the Double W ranch buildings
that were such home as he had ever had. The jitters kept bumping into his other

feelings. What it came down to was that he was a little afraid, at all that lay ahead.
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But then he’d always had to be a little afraid. This schooling of his voice that the
woman was going to do might be a way out of that. And wouldn’t that be
something.

He petted the Dusenburg for luck.

“There’s a holy sight I never thought I’d see again,” the voice lilted in
from the doorway, “a Duff down on knees.”

Susan shot to her feet and raced to him, wet hands grasping him just
above his elbows.

“Angus! Hello, you!”

More than a bit surprised to be in her grip, the angular man leaned his head
back in order to thoroughly review her. Delight danced in his every feature as he
did so. Angus McCaskill had always been as easy to read as a weathervane, even
when she had been only elbow-high to him.

“Look at you, your eyes out like organ stops,” she said fondly.

“It’s been ages, Susan Duff.”

“‘Ocean’s ebb, and ocean’s flow/Round and round the seasons go.’

There. In Mother’s name, I’ ve beat you to the rhyming stuff.”
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“No fair,” he protested, his craggy face full of indignant amusement. “I
was standing here struck dumb, and you took advantage. Besides, that wasn’t
Burns, so it only counts when said on Sundays.”

Laughing, she released him and drew him into the house with a gesture at
the same time. “I was going to come up later. I knew you were still holding
school.”

“You ought to have stepped in and done a twirl. Let my not so model
scholars lay eyes on my best pupil ever.”

“On a spinster teacher starting to go long in the tooth, you mean.”

“Don’t. What does that make me?”” It was comically said, but she caught a
glint of rue. His mustache, which came and went according to private seasons in
this otherwise open man when she was one of his schoolgirls, had turned
drastically gray and looked permanent now, and in the lines around his eyes she
could read with clarity every one of his decades of fending here. The world and
its whirls had shaken this valley empty of all the others, but he was still on the
land at the top of the creek as sheepman, as teacher over at the South Fork school,

the last burr clinging to the swatch of homesteads called Scotch Heaven. “You

0,
LA Q\—v&,‘ 3
7 el

) /f {70 94
(7Y 4




62
couldn’t quench Angus with the Atlantic Ocean.,” her father often said of the
nimble spirit of this man, not entirely admiration from a Calvinist.

“And your better half?” Susan inquired, a little late with it. “How is
Adair?” |

“Dair is gallivanting,” Angus responded cheerfully enough. “Varick
fetched her down to Indian Head to spoil Alec for a while and keep Beth on her
toes. Nothing like a grandson to draw her. And another McCaskill is on the way
there, toward the end of summer,” he gave out this news the surprised way men
do. “We’re becoming downright prolific.”

He stopped. “I’m not much of a caretaker for you here, am L,* he cast a
glance around, away from her. “By now I’ve worn the legs off three canine
generations, dogging Double W cows out of the North Fork, and still they sneak
in.” Then, giving the rectangle of sunlight where the house stood open to such
creatures his consideration: “Mind you, I haven’t been asked the whereabouts of
your door. But there’s one remarkably like it at Rob Barclay’s old place.”

“Do you suppose it could find its way back here by nightfall?”

Angus gave a grin. “T’ll see that it does. You have your work cut out for

you, it looks like. I shouldn’t be keeping you from it.”
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“You’ll have coffee and a bite if I have to poke it into you,” she had him
know. “My pantry is the Lizzie, at the moment. I'll be back in two shakes.”

He watched her go out to the automobile, striding in the scissor gait of
Ninian Duff but bearing herself as if marching to drums strictly her own. The
Model A which had caused pandemonium among his pupils that morning when it
puttered past the schoolhouse, immersed itself up to its runningboard in the creek
crossing, and at last crawled up the little-used North Fork road sat now, black and
pert, amid the sun-browned dilapidation of the homestead buildings. Angus shook
his head, frowning, then searched for someplace to sit and settled for leaning
against a tilted cupboard.

In no time Susan swooped back into the house bearing an apple box of
kitchen basics. “The bite is going to be graham crackers, it appears.” She further
fished out a blue enamel coffee pot and a pair of tin sheepherder cups. Fussing
with the coffee, she asked over her shoulder: “By the way, are you absent a cat?”

“Ah, that would be Fiddle Strings,” Angus’s answer came, “Dair’s
footloose mouser. He lives at all the old places, up and down the creek, except
our own. If you can hold his affections you’re more than welcome to him.”

“He’ll be company, I suppose, although his manners can stand some--"
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“Susan?”

He startled her with the gravity of his voice, as if calling on her in
school. “You didn’t come back to Scotch Heaven to gain a cat.”

She looked around at him. “Would you believe, I'm here to teach
singing.”

“I did hear something of the sort. And to whom.”

Susan could not help but give an amused snort. This had not changed.
Try to do anything on the sly in the Two Medicine country and everybody and
their distant cousins knew it by nightfall.

“You heard right,” she sorted her way through these words,
“Wes...Wesley Williamson is giving him this chance.”

“That’s a modest wonder to me,” Angus said with equal care. “Generosity
from a Williamson.”

She tended to the boiling coffee, clattered cups onto the cupboard
sideboard between him and her, and set down the box of brown crackers with
some force before answering. “You know and I know that Wendell would kick a
blind orphan out of his way. But the Major seems to have Monty Rathbun’s

interests at heart, don’t ask me why. Angus, I’ve given myself a good talking-to
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about this, any number of times since I heard the man sing. This all may seem
dotty”--she swept a gesture around at the dilapidated room, farthest thing from a
proper music parlor--"but the thing worse is not to see what can be done with that
voice of his. I’ve heard singers half the world over. There’s something there,
when this Monty person stands looking like a hopeless cow chouser and then out
pours the majority of a choir.”

Angus’s expression granted all she had said, but there still was a furrow
of concern on him. “Say you brush him up and push him out of where he’s
always been nestled. Leading where, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“Don’t I wish I knew. I hear everything you’re saying, his color can get
in his way that quick. But knocking on stage doors will have to be his own
concern, or Wes Williamson’s. I don’t care if he were made of limburger, my
part in this is to train that voice of his.”

“That mightn’t be popular, with some.”

“I’ve been spat on before,” she said levelly.

He knew that look on her. The Susan who was the leader of the girls in

the garter snake fights with the boys, the Susan who had brains by the bushel and
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curiosity by the cubit; the Susan he many a time would have traded places with on
the checkerboard of life, truth be told.

“You know my inclination,” Angus had ready now. “Teach away. You
remember the approach I took with you,” he made the old joke of the timid
preacher being urged by the deacon to cut loose in his sermons: “‘For the Lord’s
sake, man, fire the popcorn at the porcupine--some of it may stick.”

They laughed together.

“I’ve yammered on,” he chided himself after a little. “There’s not that
much conversation to be made around here, any more.”

“No.” This cobwebbed room that had rung with Bible and rhyme. Susan
glanced around, then at him. “I noticed on the way up here, the graves are kept.”

“Yes, I see to that.”

“Angus, it haunts me that they came to Helena to me at just the wrong
time.”

“People die everywhere, lass, so far as I know.” He stepped to the stove
and coffeed up, his back to her. “They went like flies here, too, during the flu.”

She heard him swallow, on more than a bite of cracker. She knew there was
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particular loss, Anna Ramsay by name, his equal at the Noon Creek school and

the woman he had waited half his life for, in that slight sound.

Susan had her own tightness of throat to talk past.

“I’ve been across to Samuel’s grave. Once.”

“Ah. Have you.”

His turn to silently bolster her. It was six years on, since his own son

Varick had come home from the war, and the brother whom Susan had raised like

a son did not. Somewhere in his schoolhouse even yet was the homemade

telegraph rig that incanted from one end of the room to the other the name of its

long-boned inquisitive young maker in Morse code: Samuel Duff, ajump with

ideas. Susan had taken the bright boy under her wing for high school in Helena,

and right after, seen him climb onto the troop train that never brought him back.

Then, their hearts out of them, no sooner had Ninian and Flora lodged themselves

in Susan’s care than the capricious influenza epidemic doubled back and took

them. Angus winced within. The flood of death around Susan, that last year of

the Great War, would have knocked anyone off her feet.
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“You’ve been through the thick of things, I know,” he resorted to. “But
maybe this is your turn at some of the thin. One pupil, mind you--shall I change
the name of Scotch Heaven to Easy Street for you, Miss Duff?”

She made a face at that, as he hoped. Gathering himself to go, he was
thanked with the instruction: “Don’t you dare be scarce, you and Adair. Ham
supper here, just as soon I can get the ingredients.”

“You’re on, “ Angus lit up at the prospect of better food than his wife’s.
He gave the doorway a pat of promise on his way through as Susan followed him
out. “I’m off to the rescue of your door, then to the sheep. Davey has them on
the other side of Breed Butte.” He saw it didn’t register. “Davey Erskine.”

“Of course,” she said with a start. “Give him my best.”

It lightninged out of nowhere to her. That time in their growing years
when everyone thought they were intended for one another and Davey Erskine
had accordingly asked her to a dance at the Noon Creek school, the next valley
over. As he led the way through the dark from the hitchrack to the tuned-up

schoolhouse he kept bashfully muttering, “commoner.” Commoner than what?

she wondered. She came to realize when they reached the lighted doorway that
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Davey had been trying to pilot her with the warnings, “cow manure.” 7
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Now Susan giggled, which was not like her. Then worse: the thought of
the prophet Davey and this fertilized floor she was in combat with set her off into
a helpless fit of laughing. Finally she placed her hand over her mouth.
’ “Angus, I apologize, really I do. It’s just a silly old memory about
Davey.”
“I’ll tell him,” Angus said judiciously, “that you remember him with

gladness.”

That night she put into her diary:
So much for wishing for ghosts, when they line up in the mind to

volunteer.

Early sun was sorting the green plaids of spring--blue-green of the
timberline on Breed Butte, mossy green of the doddering barn roof, meadow
green of the volunteer hay fostered by the creek--when Susan stepped out into the
morning and around the corner of the house to gaze north. From growing up
here, she could catch sight of a coyote the instant its lope broke the pattern of the

grass on the farthest butte. So, she now spotted without effort the horseback
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figure on its way across the benchland from Noon Creek, then could not blink
away the duplicate figure next to it.

Eventually the two riders clopped into the yard and swung down, facing
her with their reins drooping in their hands.

“Morning, Miss Susan,” Monty said in short fashion. She could tell he
was full of second thoughts over this, about to go back for thirds.

Dolph appeared no more happy to be along than Monty was to have him.
The pint-size cowboy reported unwillingly, “The boss says I got to tag along with
Monty here, do any chores while you’re hoosiering him on this singing.”

Susan paused over the knot of logic by which, if a woman was at risk
from a man, two men were sent.

“You can chink.” She indicated gaps between the logs of the house where
hard weather had done its work. “The whole place can stand chinking, I'm sure.
Monty, come on in.”

Looking doubly doleful, Dolph moved off in search of buckets and the
nearest clay bank as Monty traipsed into the house. He was surprised to see it
wasn’t much of a layout. The kitchen was the center of everything, as was to be

expected, but this one appeared to have had a boxcar of peddler’s goods emptied
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into it. All of it made his own room at the back of the Double W washhouse seem
snug as a ship captain’s. But through a doorway to the room beyond the kitchen
he glimpsed a spinet piano, its white keys like bared teeth. He kept on looking at
every possible thing in the house except her. All of a sudden he remembered to
take off his hat and then had no idea what to do with it.

“Let’s go on in here.” She led the way as if he were her hundredth pupil
in this log cubbyhole instead of her first and only.

The piano sitting waiting, Monty edged into the room.

“Ready, I hope?”

“Miss Susan--"

Whatever he had intended to say, he took it back to makings as she
watched. Finally he managed a feeble grin and merely said: “I guess I can’t count
on getting any younger.”

“Don’t look so nervous. No one dies of music except in opera. Now
then, let’s first of all hear how you sound on dry land. The same song, please,
and take your time with it.”

The flutters in him saw their chance again. Kill this off before it got

started. Croak out the spiritual, off-key; cough in the middle; tell her his voicebox
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had come to the belated realization that it was too old to go to school. Quit before

you even start? some banshee in his conscience howled back at that. Why not

scoot on home under your mama’s bed and play with the cat, while you're at it?

Resigned to doing his best, he gathered himself to put what he could into the air.

“One moment, Monty. May I?” She pushed his slaunched shoulders

back and into straighter alignment, Monty flinching with surprise. “A singer

mustn’t stand all caved in.” Her dress swishing, she stepped back from him to

demonstrate. “High chest. Level head, no, not as if you’re gandering around for

rain, merely level does the trick. Here, watch again.” She looked ready to give

the Gettysburg Address, while he felt like he was being turned into one of those

hat-store mannequins.

“Go Down, Moses *“ came out about as it did with the accompaniment of

the Missouri, Monty’s phrases like one bell after another, his voice punctuating

the melody rather than following it. Again Susan was bothered by the labored

way he squeezed air in and out of himself, as if his chest was a polka accordion,

and she despaired for a moment over the lengthening mental list of items to be

worked on.
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Yet there was something there, she was back to thinking by the time he
finished the song. When Monty stood planted (pigeon-toed as only someone who
had spent a lifetime in cowboy boots could be, she added to the mental list) and let
loose, somehow you ended up hearing more than he seemed to have sung, as if
his voice had a shadow made of sound. At the Gates of the Mountains, she had
wondered if it was a trick of the canyon echo; but here too something resounding
stayed on for a moment, lingering in the ear, the auditorium of the head. Color,
that vocal quality was called, and it was rare and it was the one thing this problem
pupil had going for him.

“Spirituals suit your voice nicely,” she said to be saying something
uncritical. ““Your mother always sang those at her work, the Major told me.”

“She did. She came from church people.” He hesitated. “Although it
was hard, out here.”

“No doubt.”

The slap of wet clay against a furrow of logs startled them both. Dolph
had chosen to start chinking outside the exact room where they were. Susan and

Monty tried to keep straight faces at being chaperoned with mud and trowel.
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“Let’s get ourselves underway,” she did away with that distraction and set

right to work on what was nagging at her the most, the drag of Monty’s breathing

as he sang. “First, you must learn to properly draw air into yours
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“Don’t worry, there are exercises. Monty, you’re not to let yourself be
perturbed about whatever you think I'm inflicting on you, honestly. Are we
agreed? Now then, pretend you are smelling a rose.”
He gave a minimum sniff.
“A nine-year-old girl can do a better job of it than that.” She looked stern
until he inhaled lustily. “Now put your fist in front of your mouth as if holding a

bugle.”

How does she know these things?
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“Monty? What is it?”

“I have me a bugle. Ido. Played it all the time when I was a bit of a

thing.”

“Angeline, the boy is driving us mad with that bugle.”

“I’ll have him put it up, Mister Warren. It was his father’s.”

“Then you know very well what I’'m asking of you, don’t you,” Susan

swept on. “Put your clenched hand up, no, against your lips. As-if-with-a-

bugle, for heaven’s sake. Now smell the rose, but put the air back out through

your fist. Deep breath, now blow out, make it sound like a tea kettle. Again--in,

out. Until I'tell you to stop. Again. Once more. Take your hand down, keep

that same rhythm of breathing. There. Feel the muscles work? Down there in

your flanks?”

His flanks felt as if they were an unwilling topic of conversation. “Some,

I guess.”

He wondered how much of this Dolph was hearing, outside.

“That’s what you must practice,” she decreed. “At home, in the mirror.

Do it a dozen times first thing each morning and again over the noonhour and

again at night, and I assure you, I can tell whether or not you have been doing
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them.” Monty considered himself notified. “Next let’s acquaint you with the
notes.”

While he listened apprehensively, she demonstrated how to sing the scale.
Her voice was smooth, each note up the ladder a tease of song; how was he ever
going to get there? She would hold pitch, he would frown in concentration and
then sic his voice onto hers. After considerable of this she called a break, with tea
and honey for his throat and enough advice from her to make his head swim.
Then back to traversing the notes. It took many tries, but finally she granted that
he had approximated the scale.

By the time they called it a day, he felt as if he had gone fifteen rounds
with The Real McCoy. Heading for his way out, he made his manners and said
he would see her tomorrow.

“You will not,” Susan said with a slight smile. “Three lessons a week are
as much as a voice can stand--every other day and Sunday off. But practice the
breathing exercise in between, remember.” He stood there at the door looking as
if he had just been swatted with the calendar, but she couldn’t help that. “Wait, let
me give you my list for some more provisions. And tell Wendell Williamson for

me that I am going to need a milk cow.”
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While she jotted down foodstuffs, Monty fiddled with his hat. The
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How long you figure I'm going to need to take lessons?”’ &

“Oh, forever,” she said absently, still writing her grocery list.

“How--how’s that work?” His dismay was the purest note he had hit all
day, causing her head to snap up. “I can’t be coming here until they lay me
away!”

“No, no. I just meant that every singer needs refresher lessons, all
through life. As to how long these sessions need to go on--we’ll just have to
see.” Her face gave away nothing, but the provisions list she handed to him
looked long enough to endure a siege.

Monty turned at the door. “Mind if I ask? These lessons forever--who
gives you yours?”

“I administer them myself. I take my own medicine, don’t worry.”

Nights run slow here, rationed out by the wick. Why hadn’t I

remembered?




78

She moved the lamp some more until it almost touched the open diary,
annoyed at how spoiled the electricity of Helena had made her. There was no
great reason why a person couldn’t write and read by courtesy of kerosene.
Compose an operetta.

“Fiddle Strings, will you quit.” The cat tickled its moppy fur back and
forth across her ankles, purring without shame or letup. “You’re a tyrant, you
are,” she addressed downward. Rather than go out in the dark to the springhouse
for milk from the pail, she resorted to the can of evaporated milk she used on
coffee, cutting off the top to get the last teaspoon into the cat pan. The cat looked
a bit critical, but lapped it up.

She fed the fire next, last of the night’s chores except for the load of good
intentions she had brought here with her. Piqued by Monty’s question, she
nightly put her voice through its paces before she ever sat down to the diary and
the waiting noteless sheets of score. Good thing, too, because if she held off on
her vocal exercises until she accomplished what she wanted on the page these
nights, she would be in direct competition with Angus McCaskill’s rooster as it

summoned the dawn up there at the head of the valley.
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Having given herself enough of a scolding, she resumed at the table again.
Prairie Tide lay there side by side with the diary; inert, the weight of ten years on
it. How could this be, that the mud-road cavalcade for the vote refused to shape
itself to music for her, after she had been the one to pour forth its soul in song?
She could see, fresh as this moment, the famous trio of flivvers, dubbed the
Nina, the Pinta, and the Susan B., grinding from town to town along the full
length of the Yellowstone River and then looping north to the wide plains of the
High Line and the even newer counties and sprigs of towns there. Blindfold her
and spin her dizzy and she could still perform the evening of favorites that drew
the homestead families to the scattered one-room schoolhouses and the fledgling
motion-picture emporiums, so that on the heels of her rousing songs the speakers
could have at those audiences on behalf of the statewide suffrage referendum.
“Our ambassadress to the shanties,” she was deemed by Jeannette Rankin, high-
born and connected and said by everyone to be Congress-bound as soon as
Montana women wielded the vote. Susan, her father’s daughter in quickness to
take umbrage, had swallowed that from Jeannette because there was a flavor of

truth to it; as the carloads of the crusade trundled past isolated gulches where




80

kerosene lamps glowed yellow, puddles of light such as she had come from, she

felt singled out by some circular law of the draw.

Of course even then she had known that the performance of a lifetime

would not go uncriticized. The costs, back in Helena. “Miss Duff, I must know--

are you one of those suffs? My child does not need a singing teacher who

believes in disrupting the home.”

“Then she will never have the historic privilege, Mrs. Moberley, of a

teacher who believes the female of the species has the right to be distinguished

from the lower animals by possession of the ballot. Are we not persons?”

In the end, all had been worth it. The overshoe counties, the prairie tide of

settlers, carried the day in the so close referendum on suffrage. It was a famous

victory, and lacked only its snatches of tune. Susan saw this Scotch Heaven

interlude as her chance to remedy that. Here she had solitude, that Cheshire

countenance of creation: find the face of what you wanted to do and lock onto it

without blink or hesitation, wasn’t that the prescription? Here she was even paid

to sit and stew over music, sniffy old Potter at the Valley Stockmen’s Bank

having to forward a healthy sum into her Helena account each coming month at

Wes’s behest. (Unbidden, the schoolyard song chanted in her: Teeter-totter,
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bread and water/Oh how I hate Banker Potter! 'Why on earth should that take up
room in her head, and not some passage fit for an operetta? Maybe there was her
answer, have Angus’s tots compose the lyrics that seemed beyond her.) Here she
had but one student--although he frequently seemed like more--standing in the
way of the time and strength and patience that ought to set that pageant of mud and
glory to music. And tonight again she couldn’t capture any of it, the flivver
journey of 1914 as scattered as the Milky Way.

“Trunk songs,” she delivered the verdict on this work of hers to the
noncommital cat. What little she had composed so far was only worth being
closed away under a firm lid, in there to ferment with the mothballs. With Prairie
Tide swept away one more time, she went back to the diary and today’s other
frustrating musical chapter.

I am so down I can hardly write. Monty works hard at these lessons, but
there is no reservoir of breath in him. It’s as it he has no diaphragm! He chops
along from note to note. This morning I braced him as to whether he was doing
his exercises when he is out of my sight. “Religiously,” he had me know. I must

hope that did not mean only on Sundays.
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. They slogged on, Susan applying rudiments as if they were poultices and

Monty the leery patient. At last, weary from another day of working at getting air
into the man, Susan went to the piano. “All right, we can both stand a change.
Let’s try ‘Moses’ once with accompaniment and see what happens.”

Monty hung back to the other side of the room.

Susan took her hands off the keys. “What is it now?”

“I haven’t ever sang with a piano.” 'a ‘,

She made sure her expression gave nothing away, but the mental list had
just unscrolled. Good grief, in so many ways he still was at the level of her
elementary pupils.

“Surely you’re not afraid of a musical instrument.”

“Afraid, who said that? But...how do I go about it?”

The piano music startled Dolph where he was puttying the weathered sash
of a kitchen window. Monty’s voice thundered out atop the notes, the song lifting

uncertainly over the valley.
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The next day came blowy, perfect bad weather for staying in and facing
unwritten music, and she was trying to get underway when a voice outside
resounded like the language of kings:
“Susan! I’ve brought you a person of importance!”
Angus’s hail sent her to the window. He rode past to his schoolhouse
every morning about now, but the figure perched on the saddlehorse next to his--
Adair, at this early hour?
Susan swooped her diary and the reprieved pages of operetta off the table.
Canny Angus, to give her whatever time possible to put on a face to meet Adair.
She was more wrenlike than ever, Susan saw during the doorway
effusions, the years carving her down to delicacy. Most unScottish, for a woman
born not a pathlength away from her hewn husband, but then Adair had always
been the other side of category.
“Come in, hang your hat on the floor,” Susan fell back on the habit of the
house.

“Not I, thank you just the same,” came back from Angus. “I have to go

put roundish thoughts into squarish heads.”
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. “And you wouldn’t have it any other way,” Susan told him. Adair chimed MJ‘;Q A
Voq
in, “You’d mope like a spent rose without that old school of yours.”

“Blessed am I, among women,” he jested. “If one of you doesn’t tell me

what I