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“Those fields, colored by various grain!”

—MICKIEWICZ

Prairie Spring

Evening and the flat land,

Rich and sombre and always silent;

The miles of fresh-plowed soil,

Heavy and black, full of strength and harshness;

The growing wheat, the growing weeds,

The toiling horses, the tired men;

The long empty roads,

Sullen fires of sunset, fading,

The eternal, unresponsive sky.

Against all this, Youth,

Flaming like the wild roses,

Singing like the larks over the plowed fields,

Flashing like a star out of the twilight;

Youth with its insupportable sweetness,

Its fierce necessity,

Its sharp desire,

Singing and singing,

Out of the lips of silence,

Out of the earthy dusk.





INTRODUCTION



IN 1940 Wallace Stevens wrote of Willa Cather, “She takes such pains to conceal her sophistication that it is easy to miss her quality,” but “we have nothing better than she is.” Now, decades later, I'm reading her and I want to say to Stevens: The sophistication is transparent, and not only is she the best we have, she's what we're all about. The open style, the unpretentious high-mindedness, the penetrating interest in the idea of individuation, all seem richly American to me—and above all, the understanding in her that the struggle to become takes place not “out there” in the world, but “in here” in what we call intimate relations.

Cather once observed that in all families the “struggle to have anything of one's own, to be one's self at all, creates a strain that keeps everybody almost at the breaking point. . . . One realizes that human relationships are the tragic necessity of human life: that they can never be wholly satisfactory, that every ego is half the time greedily seeking them, and half the time pulling away from them.”

Years later, Katherine Anne Porter wrote of these words: “This is masterly and water-clear and autobiography enough for me: my mind goes with tenderness to the big lonely slow-moving girl who happened to be an artist coming back from reading Latin and Greek with an old storekeeper[in the town] to talk down an assertive brood of brothers and sisters, practicing her art on them, refusing to be lost among them—the longest-winged one who would fly free at last.”



Willa Cather was born in 1873, in Virginia, into a family of highly literate country people (both grandmothers knew Latin and Greek). When she was nine years old, the family moved to Red Cloud, Nebraska. The father proved to be a disastrous farmer. A year on the open plain, and they took a house in town. Mr. Cather became an insurance agent. The children grew up healthy, loving, competitive. Everyone knew Willa's intelligence was remarkable, and when the time came, she was sent to the university at Lincoln. In Lincoln she distinguished herself as a brilliant eccentric: a large girl, ungainly and overly direct; a passionate reader and talker with unreliable social skills, often blurting out some indiscreet bit of scorn.

By the time she graduated she knew she could write. Music and theater had always meant a great deal to her, and she was thrilled to be taken on by the Lincoln newspaper as a reviewer. She did wonderfully well. So well that in a year or two a job offer came from a Pittsburgh magazine, and off she went. There was never a thought of her going home to Red Cloud. It's as though everyone knew she'd gone out into the world the minute she left for school, and now there was nothing for it but to go further into the world. Such an urban natural! From Red Cloud to Lincoln to Pittsburgh to New York. The bigger the city, the more she loved it. With each leap in population she experienced a leap in heart.

Cather had been writing stories for some time, sending them out, getting them back. Then a small miracle occurred. In 1903 she met Sam McClure, editor of McClure's Magazine and a book publisher as well. McClure urged her to send him her stories. She did, he summoned her to New York, and told her he would publish anything she wrote.

McClure's response to Cather's writing was genuine but also sprang from a motive he kept secret. McClure was a magazine genius who could talk anybody into working for him, but then had trouble keeping his people. Energetic, openhanded, in love with good writing, and possessed of a missionary zeal for investigative reporting, he was also a man who needed to live at the center of a storm. Chaos was his natural condition. When he met Willa Cather, his famous muckraking writers—Lincoln Steffens, Ida Tarbell, Ray Stannard Baker—were leaving him, and he saw Cather as their replacement. He needed her, was determined to have her, and he got her—because she needed him, too. She needed to get to New York, needed to get on with her apprenticeship, needed to start what became the years of active delay out of which, at last, she would begin to write.

Under McClure, Cather became a skilled editor and magazine writer, and came to see clearly the difference between journalism and literature, and what each meant to her. She spent six years with McClure, years in which there slowly accumulated in her the compulsion to write out of the experience of her inner life. She needed the six years (could not have done it one minute sooner), but against the fear and the anxiety the drive was gathering. To write from the quiet center was her necessity. To discover for herself what it was she knew about human beings (really knew) and to spend her life exploring that territory. To find her true subject: what was it that made the words come alive under the pen? which of her feelings aroused that level of response? what did she know only on the surface of things, and what did she know down to the bone? To think about what she felt: that was her life's work.

In 1912 she left McClure's for good (she'd tried a number of times before but couldn't manage it), settled into a Greenwich Village apartment, and began to live the remarkably quiet life that produced an unbroken flow of novels, stories, and essays over the next thirty years. By 1918 she had written O Pioneers!, The Song of the Lark, and My Antonia. Her books, from the beginning, brought her money and recognition. She spent the winter in New York, the summer in Nebraska and New Mexico. In the fall or spring she often went to New Hampshire. A number of times she traveled to Europe. Music remained a passion, and many of her friends were musical.

Greenwich Village in the twenties and thirties was exploding with Freud, Marx, and Emma Goldman, but for Cather it was all at a great distance. In the country of her life these were border disturbances. The landscape of her youth and the figures on that landscape were what held her inner attention, aroused in her the poetic imagination. The people she had left behind continually reawakened in her the single large concern that stirred her to write: the question of how one becomes. In all human beings, she felt, there is what she called a soul, an essential spirit, an expressive, inviolable self. She knew it was the task of every life to fashion an existence that would free the expressive self. This was the thing she saw from the very beginning. It became her subject, her metaphor, her lifelong preoccupation. For thirty years she fashioned stories and novels in which human beings struggle with the question of how to be themselves. If her characters struggle successfully, somehow or other, they come to glory. If not, if the inviolable self is denied or ignored, abused or pushed out of shape, the character comes to grief.

The Song of the Lark, published in 1915, was her manifesto. In this novel she stakes out her territory for the first time—and loads the issue shamelessly. The story is a great romance. Thea Kronborg, a musically gifted daughter of Swedish immigrants, grows up in Moonstone, Colorado, in the 1880s. The doctor in the town, an intelligent, unhappy man, sees the sensitivity of the child and becomes her friend and mentor. In time he helps her leave Moonstone for Chicago, where she will study with a pianist of reputation. In Chicago, Thea endures poverty, loneliness, and terrible uncertainty. But the will that drives her is overpowering. The piano teacher makes the crucial discovery: it's her voice that's the real talent, not the piano playing. He shows her the way forward. A wealthy musical dilettante falls in love with Thea. He also helps her to see herself better. Then she makes a trip to the Southwest, where, in the great canyons of the American earth, she undergoes a mystical experience and knows what she must do. She returns to Chicago, wires the doctor for money, goes to Germany to study singing, and at the end of the book we leave her, a rising prima donna in the New York opera: intent and narrowed down, staring straight into the glory-filled, demanding years ahead of her. She is, of course, alone.

In The Song of the Lark, Cather makes a great romance of the loneliness of the artist's vocation—into which she pours her own defiant necessity—but that is not her subject at all. Her subject is the idea that in the pursuit of the deepest self there is salvation, and in the absence of that pursuit there is a kind of death-in-life. Willa Cather left twelve novels, four collections of stories, two volumes of nonfiction, and two of poetry. It seems to me there are traces of this preoccupation throughout her work, even when the story—as in O Pioneers!—is a ceremonial devotion to the land, and to the idea of family trapped in the tenderness Cather felt for the great American plains civilizing itself. Even then.

When I think of O Pioneers!—that is, when I remember the novel with my feelings—I think of a wild gloomy landscape that slowly brightens and clarifies, becoming with each page of description, open and wholesome. Like a child's drawing, the country is rendered in primary colors without line or shadow. Then, suddenly, a dark blot is thrown onto the sunny composition. Anxiety seeps across the clear simple prose. The story is saved from sentimentality;the novel becomes a piece of writing for adults.

That dark blot is Cather's knowledge of the hidden self, compelled by its own hungers; of necessity unreliable and even antisocial; a puzzle and a grief for those devoted to the idea that all virtue resides in the trustworthiness of group feeling.

In O Pioneers! the land itself—taming it, bringing it under control, making it yield its riches—is at one with the idea of the group, the family, the tribe. Illicit love is the unruly self that threatens and must be done away with, but its dark and bloody consequence soaks into the open landscape, undermining those who imagine this simple fruitfulness can supply all human needs. What a sorrow that it cannot! Thousands of men and women broke their heads and their hearts on this fierce and wild plain only thirty years before our story takes place. How is it possible this monumental effort was not sufficient to explain all? to, in fact, be all? What makes O Pioneers! a work of substance and of art is Cather's intelligent compassion for a piece of life that moves her even while she sees its profound insufficiency.

Alexandra Bergson is a kind of essence of pioneer. She is the first character in American literature to yearn over Nebraska. Possessed of strong feeling and a mind “slow, truthful, steadfast . . . [without] the least spark of cleverness,” she experiences the land as others might experience religion or politics: a visionary moment becomes sealed in permanent conversion. “When the road began to climb the first long swells of the Divide . . . [Alexandra's] face was so radiant. . . . For the first time, perhaps, since that land emerged from the waters of geologic ages, a human face was set toward it with love and yearning. It seemed beautiful to her, rich and strong and glorious. Her eyes drank in the breadth of it, until her tears blinded her. Then the Genius of the Divide, the great, free spirit which breathes across it, must have bent lower than it ever bent to a human will before.” Alexandra sees not the world before her but the one that is to be made, and the unimaginative mind coupled with the prodigious strength of feeling becomes wedded to a single-mindedness of purpose that will not be weakened by complex or inappropriate emotions. This single-mindedness enters like passional love into Alexandra, becomes her sensual connection, binds her to the enduring effort. It makes Nebraska prosper, and it keeps her simple.

Marie Tovesky is the wild card in the deck. It is she, trapped in an unhappy marriage, who remains sexually alive and dangerously discontented on the clear lovely farmland Alexandra has created, she who tosses the blot onto the sunny composition, she who cripples Alexandra's self-belief, leaves her brooding and confused.

O Pioneers! belongs to these two women. The men are either shadowy or instrumental. The story lies with the combined elements of Alexandra on the land and Marie on the land: the one who is simple thrives; the one who is complex is destroyed. They are really family, these two—and they are really spiritual strangers. Lonely in the daili-ness of her farmwife life, Marie turns with pleasure and affection to Alexandra for companionship, but when she is driven by the emptiness in her soul toward the power of sexual desire, she dares not confide in Alexandra. She knows instinctively that Alexandra will not understand the intensity of her need. Indeed, Marie herself does not understand it. Unlike Thea Kronborg, Marie cannot act on the urgency gathering in her, she can only be overtaken by it. The difference between O Pioneers! and The Song of the Lark is the difference between ignorant hunger and an act of consciousness. A difference Willa Cather understood deeply.

O Pioneers! is a classic American novel. It can be read with profit and pleasure at any age. To read it first in adolescence and then to return to it as an adult is to feel the texture of its intent ripen and mature. Cather's love of the American Midwest is as vividly alive on the page now as it was seventy years ago, and her appreciation of the painful contradictions buried in family life or group life is as tenderly indicated here as in anything she ever wrote.



When I read Willa Cather, I sometimes find myself thinking of two writers who were working at the same time as she, women for whom the fear and difficulty of sexual independence were also richly suggestive, Jean Rhys and Virginia Woolf. And it's then that I realize how American Cather is. The tone and perspective she brings to her work, the way she frames the problem, the spirit of approach, the underlying mood of expectation—all mark her as an American.

Imagine. In 1925 Jean Rhys was writing Quartet, Virginia Woolf published Mrs. Dalloway, and Willa Cather published The Professor's House. Woolf and Rhys were a pair of Englishwomen much influenced by modernism. One made of sexuality a bleak urban parable, the other created a vast inner field of vision on which to play out the promise and failure of human sympathy. Cather, that incomparable daughter of Transcendentalism, made a contemplation on the struggle to achieve wholeness.

In 1925 Woolf and Rhys seemed sophisticated, Cather an American provincial. The Englishwomen wrote as though from a position of knowingness, Cather as though from naïveté. When Jean Rhys wrote, “He left me all smashed up,” she meant, “Life and history leave one all smashed up.” Cather, on the other hand, wrote as one who saw herself pitted against the elements in a fair fight, and there was no question that the struggle was a worthy one. Not only worthy, obligatory. At all times one's life is worth having. In the most unsentimental of Cather's novels there is neither despair nor a loss of energy. This seems to me American through and through, and not only American but very much of our moment.

The long bitterness of modern alienation feels worked out just now. The greatest of its talents still holds our attention, but the smaller ones make us restless, and some who appeared to be off the map fifty years ago are looking pretty good. Today Jean Rhys seems dated, Virginia Woolf important, and Willa Cather wise.



Vivian Gornick



PART I

__________

THE WILD LAND



CHAPTER I

_________

ONE JANUARY day, thirty years ago, the little town of Hanover, anchored on a windy Nebraska tableland, was trying not to be blown away. A mist of fine snowflakes was curling and eddying about the cluster of low drab buildings huddled on the gray prairie, under a gray sky. The dwelling-houses were set about haphazard on the tough prairie sod; some of them looked as if they had been moved in overnight, and others as if they were straying off by themselves, headed straight for the open plain. None of them had any appearance of permanence, and the howling wind blew under them as well as over them. The main street was a deeply rutted road, now frozen hard, which ran from the squat red railway station and the grain “elevator” at the north end of the town to the lumber yard and the horse pond at the south end. On either side of this road straggled two uneven rows of wooden buildings; the general merchandise stores, the two banks, the drug store, the feed store, the saloon, the post-office. The board sidewalks were gray with trampled snow, but at two o'clock in the afternoon the shopkeepers, having come back from dinner, were keeping well behind their frosty windows. The children were all in school, and there was nobody abroad in the streets but a few rough-looking countrymen in coarse overcoats, with their long caps pulled down to their noses. Some of them had brought their wives to town, and now and then a red or a plaid shawl flashed out of one store into the shelter of another. At the hitch-bars along the street a few heavy work-horses, harnessed to farm wagons, shivered under their blankets. About the station everything was quiet, for there would not be another train in until night.

On the sidewalk in front of one of the stores sat a little Swede boy, crying bitterly. He was about five years old. His black cloth coat was much too big for him and made him look like a little old man. His shrunken brown flannel dress had been washed many times and left a long stretch of stocking between the hem of his skirt and the tops of his clumsy, copper-toed shoes. His cap was pulled down over his ears; his nose and his chubby cheeks were chapped and red with cold. He cried quietly, and the few people who hurried by did not notice him. He was afraid to stop any one, afraid to go into the store and ask for help, so he sat wringing his long sleeves and looking up a telegraph pole beside him, whimpering, “My kitten, oh, my kitten! Her will fweeze!” At the top of the pole crouched a shivering gray kitten, mewing faintly and clinging desperately to the wood with her claws. The boy had been left at the store while his sister went to the doctor's office, and in her absence a dog had chased his kitten up the pole. The little creature had never been so high before, and she was too frightened to move. Her master was sunk in despair. He was a little country boy, and this village was to him a very strange and perplexing place, where people wore fine clothes and had hard hearts. He always felt shy and awkward here, and wanted to hide behind things for fear some one might laugh at him. Just now, he was too unhappy to care who laughed. At last he seemed to see a ray of hope: his sister was coming, and he got up and ran toward her in his heavy shoes.

His sister was a tall, strong girl, and she walked rapidly and resolutely, as if she knew exactly where she was going and what she was going to do next. She wore a man's long ulster (not as if it were an affliction, but as if it were very comfortable and belonged to her; carried it like a young soldier), and a round plush cap, tied down with a thick veil. She had a serious, thoughtful face, and her clear, deep blue eyes were fixed intently on the distance, without seeming to see anything, as if she were in trouble. She did not notice the little boy until he pulled her by the coat. Then she stopped short and stooped down to wipe his wet face.

“Why, Emil! I told you to stay in the store and not to come out. What is the matter with you?”

“My kitten, sister, my kitten! A man put her out, and a dog chased her up there.” His forefinger, projecting from the sleeve of his coat, pointed up to the wretched little creature on the pole.

“Oh, Emil! Didn't I tell you she'd get us into trouble of some kind, if you brought her? What made you tease me so? But there, I ought to have known better myself.” She went to the foot of the pole and held out her arms, crying, “Kitty, kitty, kitty,” but the kitten only mewed and faintly waved its tail. Alexandra turned away decidedly. “No, she won't come down. Somebody will have to go up after her. I saw the Linstrums'wagon in town. I'll go and see if I can find Carl. Maybe he can do something. Only you must stop crying, or I won't go a step. Where's your comforter? Did you leave it in the store? Never mind. Hold still, till I put this on you.”

She unwound the brown veil from her head and tied it about his throat. A shabby little traveling man, who was just then coming out of the store on his way to the saloon, stopped and gazed stupidly at the shining mass of hair she bared when she took off her veil; two thick braids, pinned about her head in the German way, with a fringe of reddish-yellow curls blowing out from under her cap. He took his cigar out of his mouth and held the wet end between the fingers of his woolen glove. “My God, girl, what a head of hair!” he exclaimed, quite innocently and foolishly. She stabbed him with a glance of Amazonian fierceness and drew in her lower lip—most unnecessary severity. It gave the little clothing drummer such a start that he actually let his cigar fall to the sidewalk and went off weakly in the teeth of the wind to the saloon. His hand was still unsteady when he took his glass from the bartender. His feeble flirtatious instincts had been crushed before, but never so mercilessly. He felt cheap and ill-used, as if some one had taken advantage of him. When a drummer had been knocking about in little drab towns and crawling across the wintry country in dirty smoking-cars, was he to be blamed if, when he chanced upon a fine human creature, he suddenly wished himself more of a man?

While the little drummer was drinking to recover his nerve, Alexandra hurried to the drug store as the most likely place to find Carl Linstrum. There he was, turning over a portfolio of chromo “studies” which the druggist sold to the Hanover women who did china-painting. Alexandra explained her predicament, and the boy followed her to the corner, where Emil still sat by the pole.

“I'll have to go up after her, Alexandra. I think at the depot they have some spikes I can strap on my feet. Wait a minute.” Carl thrust his hands into his pockets, lowered his head, and darted up the street against the north wind. He was a tall boy of fifteen, slight and narrow-chested. When he came back with the spikes, Alexandra asked him what he had done with his overcoat.

“I left it in the drug store. I couldn't climb in it, anyhow. Catch me if I fall, Emil,” he called back as he began his ascent. Alexandra watched him anxiously; the cold was bitter enough on the ground. The kitten would not budge an inch. Carl had to go to the very top of the pole, and then had some difficulty in tearing her from her hold. When he reached the ground, he handed the cat to her tearful little master. “Now go into the store with her, Emil, and get warm.” He opened the door for the child. “Wait a minute, Alexandra. Why can't I drive for you as far as our place? It's getting colder every minute. Have you seen the doctor?”

“Yes. He is coming over to-morrow. But he says father can't get better; can't get well.” The girl's lip trembled. She looked fixedly up the bleak street as if she were gathering her strength to face something, as if she were trying with all her might to grasp a situation which, no matter how painful, must be met and dealt with somehow. The wind flapped the skirts of her heavy coat about her.

Carl did not say anything, but she felt his sympathy. He, too, was lonely. He was a thin, frail boy, with brooding dark eyes, very quiet in all his movements. There was a delicate pallor in his thin face, and his mouth was too sensitive for a boy's. The lips had already a little curl of bitterness and skepticism. The two friends stood for a few moments on the windy street corner, not speaking a word, as two travelers, who have lost their way, sometimes stand and admit their perplexity in silence. When Carl turned away he said, “I'll see to your team.” Alexandra went into the store to have her purchases packed in the egg-boxes, and to get warm before she set out on her long cold drive.

When she looked for Emil, she found him sitting on a step of the staircase that led up to the clothing and carpet department. He was playing with a little Bohemian girl, Marie Tovesky, who was tying her handkerchief over the kitten's head for a bonnet. Marie was a stranger in the country, having come from Omaha with her mother to visit her uncle, Joe Tovesky. She was a dark child, with brown curly hair, like a brunette doll's, a coaxing little red mouth, and round, yellow-brown eyes. Every one noticed her eyes; the brown iris had golden glints that made them look like gold-stone, or, in softer lights, like that Colorado mineral called tiger-eye.

The country children thereabouts wore their dresses to their shoe-tops, but this city child was dressed in what was then called the “Kate Greenaway” manner, and her red cashmere frock, gathered full from the yoke, came almost to the floor. This, with her poke bonnet, gave her the look of a quaint little woman. She had a white fur tippet about her neck and made no fussy objections when Emil finger edit admiringly. Alexandra had not the heart to take him away from so pretty a playfellow, and she let them tease the kitten together until Joe Tovesky came in noisily and picked up his little niece, setting her on his shoulder for every one to see. His children were all boys, and he adored this little creature. His cronies formed a circle about him, admiring and teasing the little girl, who took their jokes with great good nature. They were all delighted with her, for they seldom saw so pretty and carefully nurtured a child. They told her that she must choose one of them for a sweetheart, and each began pressing his suit and offering her bribes: candy, and little pigs, and spotted calves. She looked archly into the big, brown, mustached faces, smelling of spirits and tobacco, then she ran her tiny forefinger delicately over Joe's bristly chin and said, “Here is my sweetheart.”

The Bohemians roared with laughter, and Marie's uncle hugged her until she cried, “Please don't, Uncle Joe! You hurt me.” Each of Joe's friends gave her a bag of candy, and she kissed them all around, though she did not like country candy very well. Perhaps that was why she bethought herself of Emil. “Let me down, Uncle Joe,” she said, “I want to give some of my candy to that nice little boy I found.” She walked graciously over to Emil, followed by her lusty admirers, who formed a new circle and teased the little boy until he hid his face in his sister's skirts, and she had to scold him for being such a baby.

The farm people were making preparations to start for home. The women were checking over their groceries and pinning their big red shawls about their heads. The men were buying tobacco and candy with what money they had left, were showing each other new boots and gloves and blue flannel shirts. Three big Bohemians were drinking raw alcohol, tinctured with oil of cinnamon. This was said to fortify one effectually against the cold, and they smacked their lips after each pull at the flask. Their volubility drowned every other noise in the place, and the overheated store sounded of their spirited language as it reeked of pipe smoke, damp woolens, and kerosene.

Carl came in, wearing his overcoat and carrying a wooden box with a brass handle. “Come,” he said, “I've fed and watered your team, and the wagon is ready.” He carried Emil out and tucked him down in the straw in the wagon-box. The heat had made the little boy sleepy, but he still clung to his kitten.

“You were awful good to climb so high and get my kitten, Carl. When I get big I'll climb and get little boys' kittens for them,” he murmured drowsily. Before the horses were over the first hill, Emil and his cat were both fast asleep.

Although it was only four o'clock, the winter day was fading. The road led southwest, toward the streak of pale, watery light that glimmered in the leaden sky. The light fell upon the two sad young faces that were turned mutely toward it: upon the eyes of the girl, who seemed to be looking with such anguished perplexity into the future; upon the sombre eyes of the boy, who seemed already to be looking into the past. The little town behind them had vanished as if it had never been, had fallen behind the swell of the prairie, and the stern frozen country received them into its bosom. The homesteads were few and far apart; here and there a windmill gaunt against the sky, a sod house crouching in a hollow. But the great fact was the land itself, which seemed to overwhelm the little beginnings of human society that struggled in its sombre wastes. It was from facing this vast hardness that the boy's mouth had become so bitter; because he felt that men were too weak to make any mark here, that the land wanted to be let alone, to preserve its own fierce strength, its peculiar, savage kind of beauty, its uninterrupted mournfulness.

The wagon jolted along over the frozen road. The two friends had less to say to each other than usual, as if the cold had somehow penetrated to their hearts.

“Did Lou and Oscar go to the Blue to cut wood today?” Carl asked.

“Yes. I'm almost sorry I let them go, it's turned so cold. But mother frets if the wood gets low.” She stopped and put her hand to her forehead, brushing back her hair. “I don't know what is to become of us, Carl, if father has to die. I don't dare to think about it. I wish we could all go with him and let the grass grow back over everything.”

Carl made no reply. Just ahead of them was the Norwegian graveyard, where the grass had, indeed, grown back over everything, shaggy and red, hiding even the wire fence. Carl realized that he was not a very helpful companion, but there was nothing he could say.

“Of course,” Alexandra went on, steadying her voice a little, “the boys are strong and work hard, but we've always depended so on father that I don't see how we can go ahead. I almost feel as if there were nothing to go ahead for.”

“Does your father know?”

“Yes, I think he does. He lies and counts on his fingers all day. I think he is trying to count up what he is leaving for us. It's a comfort to him that my chickens are laying right on through the cold weather and bringing in a little money. I wish we could keep his mind off such things, but I don't have much time to be with him now.”

“I wonder if he'd like to have me bring my magic lantern over some evening?”

Alexandra turned her face toward him. “Oh, Carl! Have you got it?”

“Yes. It's back there in the straw.Didn't you notice the box I was carrying? I tried it all morning in the drug-store cellar, and it worked ever so well, makes fine big pictures.”

“What are they about?”

“Oh, hunting pictures in Germany, and Robinson Crusoe and funny pictures about cannibals. I'm going to paint some slides for it on glass, out of the Hans Andersen book.”

Alexandra seemed actually cheered. There is often a good deal of the child left in people who have had to grow up too soon. “Do bring it over, Carl. I can hardly wait to see it, and I'm sure it will please father. Are the pictures colored? Then I know he'll like them. He likes the calendars I get him in town. I wish I could get more. You must leave me here, mustn't you? It's been nice to have company.”

Carl stopped the horses and looked dubiously up at the black sky. “It's pretty dark. Of course the horses will take you home, but I think I'd better light your lantern, in case you should need it.”

He gave
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