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To all the men and women  
 of the soil, 
  past and present,  
 who have fought against the elements 
  and the changing times  
 to maintain their roots  
 and to pass on a heritage. 
 We need you. 
 We cheer you on. 
 God bless you.
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CHARACTERS

Joshua Chadwick Jones—The boy raised by his aunt Lou, grandfather, and great-uncle Charlie. Josh is now an adult, farming the family farm.

Grandpa and Uncle Charlie—The menfolk who share Josh’s home and life.

Matilda—The neighborhood schoolteacher who boards with the Joneses.

Turley—Housekeeper and neighbor girl who helps the men with the kitchen duties. In Grandpa’s thinking, two girls in the house make the arrangement more “respectable.”

Willie—Josh’s boyhood friend who went to Africa as a missionary and died of a native disease.

Camellia—Josh’s first love, but she loved Willie instead.



CHAPTER 1  

A Beautiful Morning 

I WAS WHISTLING AS I left the house. It was early. The sky had brightened, but the sun had not as yet lifted its head above the tree line that marked the border of the Sanders’ place—new neighbors in our community.

Even in the dimness of early morning I could see field after neighborhood field as I let my gaze wander around me. First there was ours—I supposed I would always think of the farm as ours—Grandpa’s, Uncle Charlie’s and mine—though in truth it really was just mine now. Guess that was one of the reasons I was whistling. Just yesterday Grandpa and Uncle Charlie had signed all the official papers to make the farm mine—really and legally mine. Joshua Chadwick Jones the papers read, clear as could be. The full impact had yet to hit me. But I was excited. Really excited. I mean, what other fella my age had a farm of his own, title clear and paid for?

I sobered down a bit. It was a big responsibility ’cause I was the one who had to make the farm “bring forth” now. Had  to support Grandpa and Uncle Charlie and myself and Mary, our housekeeper, and even Matilda, our boarder, though she did pay us some board and room.

I was the one who had to make the right decisions about which crops to plant and which field to plant them in, which livestock to sell and which ones to keep, and where to find the particular animal that would help build up the herd. I would need to keep up the fences, repaint the buildings, work the garden, keep the machinery in working order, watch out for weeds, put up the hay for winter feeding. . . . The list went on and on— but that didn’t dim my spirits. It was a beautiful morning. I was a full-grown man with a place of my own.

I lengthened my stride. I’d been dawdling somewhat while I looked all around. The fields, the tree line, the wooded area where the crick passed through, the pastureland, and then the fields of the Turleys, Smiths, Sanders, the faraway hill that marked another Smith, the road to town—I knew it all. And I loved it more than I would ever have been able to say.

My roots were buried deep in this countryside I had known since a child. This was my life. My whole sense of being and knowing and living and growing were somehow wrapped up in the soil that stretched away before me.

I opened the gate at the end of the lane and took a break in my whistling to speak to the milk cows. The little jersey, one of my most recent purchases, rubbed her head against me gently as she moved to pass by. I reached out and ran my hand over her neck. She seemed satisfied then, and I smiled. She’s a great little cow, I gloated. Can fill the milk pail with the richest milk I’ve ever seen. She was a mite spoiled though. Her former owners had treated her as the family pet.

I hurried ahead of the cows to open the barn door for them. I knew they were right behind me, anxious to reach the milking stall where their portion of morning grain waited. They also wished to find relief from the heavy load of milk that swelled their udders and slowed their walk.

I began my whistling again. A bird joined me, off to the right, and I turned my head to look for it. It was high in a poplar tree by the hen house, and by its vigorous song I imagined that it was just as happy with the early morning as I was.

From somewhere in Turleys’ pasture a cow bawled and another answered. Perhaps a mother had become separated from her baby and was calling it for breakfast.

I opened the barn door for the cows and turned right back to the house for the milk pails. I knew the three cows would find their own way to their stalls and be appreciatively feeding on the chop when I returned. I could have gone the entire milking time without fastening the bars that held them in position, but I never did. I knew they wouldn’t move from their places, heads between the stanchion bars, bodies motionless except for the ever-flicking tails and an occasional shift of a foot; but when I returned with the milk pails I fastened the bars just as I always had. It was pure habit I guess—but it was the way Grandpa had taught me.

The jersey gazed back at me with soft brown eyes as I hooked a toe under the milking stool and pulled it up to her side.

“What’s the matter?” I chuckled. “You think I’m too lazy to bend over?”

I rubbed her side and eased myself onto the stool beside her, then reached out to brush off her taut bag, wash it a bit, and gently start the flow of milk.

“Well, maybe I am,” I conceded. “But a fella has to conserve all the energy he can. I’ve a busy day ahead. I start plantin’ today.  Just as soon as I get the chores done. My own fields. Never planted ‘my own fields’ before.”

I grinned and began the steady stream of milk that would soon fill the pail with rich, warm, foamy liquid.

I would never have been able to explain to anyone why I talked to the cow. I mean, no one would understand if they hadn’t spent time in a barn at 5:00 in the morning doing the milking.

A barn cat, meowing, brushed itself against my pant leg. I didn’t know if the soft sound was my welcome or an urge for me to hurry. I stopped long enough to squirt some milk in the cat’s direction. It immediately sat back on its haunches, front paws batting in the air as though to capture every drop of milk and direct it toward its open mouth.

We were rather good at this—the gray tom and I. But then, we’d had a few years of practice. He sat there guzzling contentedly as I gave him squirt after squirt.

“Go on, now,” I said at last. “I’ve got chores to do. You’ll get your fill as soon as I’m done here.”

The cat seemed to understand. He walked off a few feet and sat down to begin carefully grooming his spattered face.

The milking didn’t take long, so after giving each cow a final pat on the flank, I left them, and carried two brimming pails of milk to the house. I would need to return for the third one, which was now hanging on a peg beyond the reach of the barn cats.

In spite of the early hour, Mary was moving briskly about the kitchen when I entered with the milk. I thought I noticed a certain gleam in her eyes—but perhaps it was just fanciful on my part. The fact that I was feeling so good seemed to be affecting my whole outlook on life.

Pixie was there too, rubbing against my legs, looking for  her share of attention. I reached down and scratched her soft, silky ear. She was no longer the puppy I had learned to love. The years had passed by and Pixie was now old in dog years. She had remained behind, curled and contented, when I’d left my bed that morning. And I had been happy to let her sleep on. I rubbed her soft side and she licked at my hand.

“Mornin’, Josh,” Mary said cheerily. And without even waiting for my reply she went on, “My, you’re up early. Don’t know how you can even see out there in the barn.”

“I waited for some light,” I answered with a smile. “At least it was gettin’ light when I went out.” Then I added, “True, the barn stays dark a bit longer than the outside world, but I know my way around out there well enough that I don’t need much light.”

Mary smiled, adding to the brightness of the morning.

“Do you want to eat early?” she asked.

“I still have some chores to do.”

Mary’s eyes lifted to the kitchen clock, and mine followed. 

“Guess I will be ready before the rest of them,” I admitted. “Want to start plantin’ just as soon as I can.”

“I’ll git your breakfast,” Mary said simply and moved toward the pantry.

“Thanks. I—I hate for you to get breakfast twice, but I’m kind of anxious—”

I needn’t have tried to explain. As Mary tied her apron around her slim waist, without even turning to look at me she answered, “In plantin’ and harvest time, a man doesn’t want to lose any time gittin’ to his fields. An early breakfast is no problem—an’ we sure don’t need to be wakin’ the rest of the house.”

I hadn’t missed Mary’s reference to “a man” and “his fields,”  and my heart beat a little faster. Then my thoughts hurried on to Grandpa, rather old and tired out after all his years of farming, then to Uncle Charlie, all crippled up with his arthritis. I wondered sadly just how much sleep he had been able to get over the night hours. My thoughts went on to Matilda. She was testing her pupils again at the nearby schoolhouse, and I knew she had been staying up late marking papers for a number of nights in a row. I nodded my head in agreement with Mary’s simple statement. They all needed their sleep, all right.

“I’ll only be another half hour or so,” I reported to Mary and then went to strain the milk into the bowl of the cream separator.

“You go on,” Mary prompted. “I’ll tend to that.”

My eyes questioned her, though it was true that Mary had often stepped forward to help with such tasks in the past.

Her eyes held mine steadily, and I knew she wished to take over the chore.

“At least let me strain it,” I urged. “These pails are heavy to lift.”

Mary did not argue with that. Her eyes followed the stream of milk from the pail into the large bowl of the separator.

“The jersey’s?” she asked me. But she didn’t wait for my reply. “My, such rich milk. I think I’ll separate it by itself and keep the cream aside. Just think of the butter it’ll make!”

I could hear the smile in Mary’s voice even though I was too busy to look at her face.

I positioned the pail under the separator for Mary and turned to go back to the other chores. On my way to the barn to pick up the remaining pail of milk, I stopped by the tractor and ran a hand over its still-shiny fender. I could hardly wait to crawl up into the seat and begin passing back and forth over my fields,  dropping the seed that would mean a bountiful harvest. I lifted my eyes toward heaven, and an unspoken prayer of thanks welled up within me. I’m not sure, but there could have been a few tears in my eyes.

I turned back to the chores at hand. I was whistling a tune I had learned some time back in my childhood, a tune I had sung frequently over the years. But it swelled in my heart in a new way now: “Praise God from whom all blessings flow. . . .”



CHAPTER 2  

Togetherness 

I WAS TIRED AND stiff when I climbed down from the tractor that evening. Already the sun was disappearing in the western sky and there was a slight chill in the air. It was, after all, still early spring. I had been riding the tractor almost constantly since sunup. Mary had brought my noon meal and an afternoon snack to the field to save me time. I was glad I wasn’t driving a team that would need to stop for a rest and nourishment. The tractor didn’t complain about the long hours, though I did need to stop to refuel now and then.

I was a bit surprised at the aches and pains in my back and legs. But then I remembered I’d been bouncing and jostling my way over the field for several hours, and it always took a few days for my body to readjust.

I moved toward the smell of roast beef, my feet reluctant to proceed as quickly as my stomach was demanding. I hadn’t realized just how hungry I was until I smelled supper in the air.

“Are you finally stopping for the night?” Matilda good-naturedly asked.

I tried to disguise my stiffness as I stepped up onto the back porch. Matilda was seated on the porch swing, a cup of tea in her hands.

“I was beginning to think we’d never eat,” she continued. “This is all Mary would let me have to tide me over till supper.”

I stopped mid-stride. “Why?” I asked, surprised. Mary wasn’t one to withhold victuals from anybody.

“Well,” laughed Matilda. “Guess I’m exaggerating some. Truth is, Mary would have let us go ahead, but we all opted to wait for you.”

“I’m sorry—” I began. “If I’d known—”

But Matilda interrupted me. “We all know how important it is to get the crop in. We didn’t mind waiting.” She stood to her feet and took another dainty sip of the tea, then looked at me, her eyes sparkling. “Honest!” she said frankly, and I believed her.

I held the kitchen door for Matilda and followed right behind into the aroma-filled room. Grandpa was reading a paper in his favorite chair by the window. Uncle Charlie sat on the couch along the west wall gently massaging his gnarled hands, and I knew without asking that they were paining him again. As soon as he felt my eyes on him, he stopped the rubbing and let the hands drop idly into his lap.

Mary was at the big kitchen stove spooning food into serving bowls. She turned, glanced over her shoulder and gave me a smile. I thought she would ask a question, but she didn’t—at least not vocally. Maybe her eyes found their answer, I don’t know, but she smiled softly again and turned back to the stove.

“We’re ready as soon as you wash, Josh,” she said.

I crossed to the corner sink with its big farm basin and  noticed that it had already been filled with warm water. I didn’t know who had thoughtfully supplied the water, but I did think, with appreciation, that I sure was well looked after.

It didn’t take long to scrub my face and hands clean enough to appear at the supper table. By the time I’d re-hung the towel, the rest of the family had gathered around the table. I took my place beside them and bowed as Grandpa asked the grace.

When we lifted our heads and began to help ourselves from Mary’s heaping bowls, Grandpa spoke for the first time.

“How’d it go, Boy?”

He still called me “Boy.” Guess to Grandpa I would always be Boy no matter how old I grew or whether I was a farm owner or not. I didn’t mind. It made me feel “belongin’.”

“Good,” I replied around a mouthful of fresh bread.

“Tractor workin’ right?”

I nodded, my mouth too full to venture an answer.

Uncle Charlie took a long draft of his coffee. “Thet there noise must nigh burst yer eardrums,” he ventured. “Think I’d rather drive me a team.”

I grinned. Uncle Charlie had a bit of a hard time adjusting to farm machinery that didn’t require four-footed horsepower.

I swallowed sufficiently to make a decent reply. “It’s noisier but faster, and one needn’t stop for restin’ or feedin’ either.”

Uncle Charlie chuckled a bit. “I had my eye on the field, Josh,” he reminded me, “and seems to me I saw ya stop different times today to feed thet critter’s iron belly.”

I laughed along with Uncle Charlie. He’d made his point. 

“I think I’d like to drive a tractor,” put in Matilda, and I chuckled again at the picture that little bit of a woman would make up there on the seat of the big tractor.

Matilda must have misread my laughter, for her chin went up  stubbornly. “I could, you know,” she argued. “Bet I could. All you have to do is to put your foot on that—that thing, and move that lever now and then and turn the wheel where you want it to go.”

Even Grandpa was chuckling now.

Matilda looked to Mary. “We could—couldn’t we, Mary?” she challenged.

Mary fidgeted slightly. “I—I don’t really know, but I—I think I’d just as soon leave the tractor to Josh.”

Her eyes met mine for an instance. I noticed the slight color flush her cheeks before she lowered her head. For some silly reason I couldn’t have explained, I felt that I had just been given a compliment. Mary often affected me that way—with just a look or a word she could make me feel like a man—a man in charge and capable. I felt my own cheeks warm slightly.

“Someday—” began Matilda, and I looked at her, waiting for her to go on. I was hoping to be able to tease her good-naturedly just a bit; but she would not meet my eyes, and she let the rest of her comment go unsaid.

Supper finished up with Mary’s bread pudding, one of my favorite desserts. There was thick whipped cream for the topping, and I was sure this was how some of the jersey’s cream had been used.

After enjoying a man-sized portion, I reluctantly pushed back from the table and got slowly to my feet. Uncle Charlie moved at the same time, and I knew he was getting set to give Mary a hand with the dishes.

“I can help tonight, Uncle Charlie,” Matilda spoke up.

Now there was nothing new about Matilda calling him Uncle Charlie. Both she and Mary called him such, just like they did when talking to my grandfather. It seemed to please everyone all around. Guess we felt more like family than employer and  employee and boarder. What had caught my attention was Matilda’s offer. Not that Matilda didn’t often help Mary with her household chores, but lately Matilda had been too busy to do anything but correct papers and prepare lessons.

“What happened to the classroom work?” I asked her.

“All done. Finally! And believe me, I feel like celebrating.” 

Matilda swirled around, her long, full skirt flowing out around her. In one hand she held the sugar bowl and in the other the cream pitcher.

Uncle Charlie looked at her with a twinkle in his eyes. “Seems like ya oughta find a better way to celebrate than with the cream and sugar,” he teased.

“Well, Josh is always too busy to celebrate,” Matilda teased back, pretending to pout. And she looked deliberately at me and exaggeratedly fluttered her long, dark eyelashes.

Laughter filled the kitchen. Matilda was always bringing laughter with her lighthearted teasing, but for some reason this time her teasing did not have me laughing. It gave me a funny feeling way down deep inside, and I moved for the peg where my farm jacket hung beside the door.

“Where ya goin’?” asked Uncle Charlie, and when I turned to look at him I caught his wink directed at Matilda. “Gonna feed thet there tractor agin?”

“I’ve got chores,” I answered as evenly as I could.

“The chores be all done, Boy,” cut in Grandpa.

I stood, my outreached hand dumbly dangling the jacket, my eyes moving from face to face in the kitchen. They all seemed to be in a jovial mood, and I wasn’t quite sure if they were serious or funnin’ me. It was to Mary that I looked for the final answer. She just nodded her head in agreement.

“All of them?” I had to ask.

“All of ’em,” said Grandpa.

For a moment I wanted to protest. It was my farm. I could do my own chores. But then I quickly realized how foolish that was—and how tired I was—and my hand relinquished my coat to the peg again. I turned and smiled at the household of people.

“Thanks,” I said simply and gave my shoulders a slight shrug. “Thanks to whoever did them.”

“We all pitched in,” replied Grandpa. “Little here, a little there and had ’em done in no time.”

“Thanks,” I said again.

“So you see,” teased Matilda, fluttering her eyelashes again, “you will have time to help celebrate.”

I was ready for the challenge now. “Okay,” I answered, “checkers—right after dishes.” And I reached for a tea towel and stepped up beside Mary. “I’ll dry—you put things away,” I dared order Matilda.

“Checkers?” Matilda commented. “Not exactly a corn roast or a pie social—but I guess it’ll have to do,” and to the accompaniment of chuckles from the two older men, she moved quickly to put away the dishes as I dried them.

When the last plate was on the shelf, Matilda and I turned to the checkerboard, and Mary picked up some handwork that always seemed to appear when she had what she called a “free moment.” Grandpa and Uncle Charlie spent a little more time poring over newspapers. I wasn’t sure if we had received a new one or if they were just rereading an old one, but I didn’t ask. Beside us on the bureau squawked the raspy radio. I enjoyed the soft music but paid little attention to the commentary that interrupted it at intervals.

It wasn’t too hard for me to beat Matilda at checkers. She had a keen mind and could have offered some real serious competition  if she hadn’t been so impatient. As it was, she played more for the fun than for the challenge, and for three games in a row I turned out the victor.

At the end of the third game I stood and stretched.

“Is that enough ‘celebratin’ for one evening?” I teased Matilda.

“It’ll do,” she answered with a flip of her head that made her pinned-up curls bounce. “But next time I’ll insist on lawn croquet.”

Matilda was an expert at lawn croquet. In fact, whenever there was a matchup, I always hoped Matilda would be my partner. Now I just smiled and tried to stifle a yawn.

Mary laid aside her handwork. “Would you like something to eat or drink before bedtime, Josh?” she asked me and started to leave her chair for the cupboard.

“No, thanks. It’s been a long day. I think I’ll just go on up to bed.” As soon as I said the words, I realized the day had been equally long for Mary. “You must be tired, too,” I said, studying her face. “You’ve been up ’most as long as I have.”

Mary brushed the remark aside and went to put on a pot of coffee for Grandpa and Uncle Charlie.

There was the rustle of paper as Grandpa put down what he was reading and took off his glasses.

“I’m plannin’ to go on into town tomorrow, Josh,” he said, folding up his glasses and placing them on the bureau beside the sputtering radio. “Anything you be needin’?”

I tried to think but my head was a bit foggy. I finally shook it. “If I think of anything I’ll leave a note on the table,” I promised. “Can’t think of anything now.”

“You got a list, Mary?” went on Grandpa. “Or would ya rather come on along and do yer own choosin’?”

I stood long enough to watch Mary slowly shake her head. “It takes too much time to ride on in and back,” she said. “I’ll just send a list.”

I took three steps toward the stairway and then turned. “I’ve been thinkin’,” I said, half teasingly but with a hint of seriousness, “maybe when we get in this year’s crop, we oughta get us one of those motor cars. We could be in town and back before ya know it.”

I don’t know just what I expected, but I sure did get a reaction. Grandpa raised his shaggy eyebrows and studied me to see if I was serious. Uncle Charlie stopped rubbing his gnarly fingers and stared open-mouthed. And Mary stopped right in her tracks, one hand reaching out to set the coffeepot on the kitchen stove. But Matilda’s response was vocal. “Yes!” she exclaimed, just like that, and she clapped her hands and ran to me. “Oh, yes, Josh!” she said again, her cheeks flushed and her eyes shining. “Get one, Josh. Get one.” And she reached out impulsively and gave me a quick hug that almost knocked me off balance.

“Whoa-a,” I said, disengaging myself from her arms. “I said ‘maybe’—after the crop is off. I’m just plantin’ it, remember? We’ve got a long time to wait.”

Matilda stepped back, her eyes still shining. She clapped her hands again, not the least bit daunted. “Now, that’s what I call really celebrating, Josh,” she enthused, her hands clasped together in front of her.

I let my eyes travel back over the room. Mary had finally set down the coffeepot. Uncle Charlie had closed his mouth and was chewing on a corner of his mustache, and Grandpa’s eyebrows were back where they belonged.

I shrugged my shoulders carelessly. “It’s just something to be thinkin’ on,” I repeated lamely and headed for the stairs and my bed.



CHAPTER 3  

Visitors 

THE SPRING PLANTING WENT steadily forward. The tractor chugged on with only minor adjustments and repairs. The family continued to help with evening chores and work about the farmyard. Only one rain slowed me down and then it was just a few days—enough for me to sort of catch my breath and do a few little extras that always seem to need doing around a farm.

Matilda never gave me a moment’s peace about the motor car. I began to wish I hadn’t mentioned it. Still, her enthusiastic arguments in favor of the vehicle may have gone a long way toward influencing Grandpa and Uncle Charlie. At any rate, I never did hear much opposition to the idea, and everybody seemed to be holding their breath—waiting to see what the harvest would bring.

About the same time I finished the planting, the school doors closed for another year and Matilda left for her home again.

“Oh, Josh,” she enthused on before departing, “I can hardly wait for fall—and the car. It’ll be such fun, Josh!” She emitted a strange little sound like a combination sigh and groan.

“I haven’t promised,” I reminded her. “Just said I’d be thinkin’ on it.”

“I know. I know. And it will be such fun!” Apparently Matilda didn’t want to hear of the possibility of not getting a car, so I let the matter drop.

As usual, Matilda and Mary’s goodbye was rather emotional. They had grown to be like sisters in their affection and missed each other during the summer months.

“Oh, I’ll be lonely without her,” Mary half-whispered after Matilda was gone, and she slyly wiped her cheek with her handkerchief.

“Summer will pass quickly,” I tried to console her.

“The house is always so—so quiet when she’s gone,” she responded.

It is quiet without Matilda’s bubbly enthusiasm, I mentally agreed.

“You’ll be busy with the garden,” I reminded Mary.

She nodded; then after a moment of silence she said wistfully, “Maybe Lou will let Sarah Jane come visit for a while. She is ’most as chattery as Matilda.”

I smiled at the thought. Sarah Jane was getting to be quite a little lady. And it was true that she was “chattery.”

“Maybe,” I responded, “for a few days. Lou counts on Sarah for running errands and entertaining her two little brothers.”

Mary thoughtfully spoke as though to herself. “Lou does need her more than I do. It was selfish of me to—”

But I interrupted. “It wasn’t selfish. Grandpa and Uncle Charlie—and me—we all look forward to her coming.”

“Maybe we could have Jon come to the farm, too,” Mary brightened. “That would leave Lou with just the baby.”

I wasn’t sure Mary wanted to take on the lively Jon plus all of the household and garden chores of farm life. I was about to say so, but she placed a hand on my arm, seeming to know just what I was thinking.

“It wouldn’t be so bad,” she argued. “Sarah would help with Jon, and there is lots for a boy to do on the farm, and the garden isn’t ready for pickin’ or cannin’ yet, and he’s usually not too rascally.” She looked a bit doubtful about her last statement. “Besides,” she hurried on, “it sure would make the house more—more—”

I looked at the small hand resting on my arm. It was hard for me to argue against Mary, but I did wonder if she was thinking straight to figure that Jon wouldn’t take much time or trouble.

“It would help the summer pass more quickly,” she finished lamely.

“Why don’t you try it for a few days—to start with? Make sure you aren’t gettin’ in over your head,” I advised.

Mary smiled, and I knew she was pleased with my qualified consent.

It wasn’t that Jon was a bad boy, and it certainly wasn’t that I didn’t love my young nephew, but he was one of the busiest and most curious children I had ever known. His poking and prodding into things invariably got him into some kind of trouble. 

“Keep him away from the tractor,” I added quite firmly, remembering the time Jon had poured dirt in the gas tank.

Mary just nodded. “I’ll check with Lou next time I’m in town,” she promised. I couldn’t help but think that a break from Sarah and Jon might be a welcome change for my Aunt Lou.

True to her word, Mary made arrangements with Lou. And before the week was out, Sarah and Jon had joined us at the farm. Sarah busied herself with copying the activities of Mary. She helped bake bread, churn butter and wash clothes. She even spent time in the garden pulling weeds—along with a few carrots and turnips—and washed dishes, very slowly, doing more playing in the soapy water than scrubbing the plates and cups. 	But Sarah seemed to fit very nicely into the farm life, and we all enjoyed her chatter and sunny disposition.

Grandpa and Uncle Charlie tried their best to keep young Jon entertained. They whittled him whistles and slingshots, fashioned him fish poles and found him a barn kitten. But, still, Jon seemed to be continually slipping out from under supervision, off finding entertainment of his own making.

In the few days he was with us he got into more scrapes and mischief—not out of naughtiness but “just tryin’ to he’p.” He dumped all the hens’ water and filled their drinking dishes with hay—he said they looked hungry. He tied the farm dog to a tree with so many knots that it took Grandpa most of an afternoon to get him released again—he said he was afraid “Fritz might get runned over by the tractor.” He shot a rock through the front room window with the slingshot he was not to play with around the house—he said that it “went off” when he wasn’t ready. He picked a whole pail of tiny apples that were just beginning to form nicely on the apple trees—he wanted to help Mary with an apple pie. He visited the hen house and threw a couple dozen eggs at the old sow who fed in the nearby pen—he wanted to teach her a trick, “like Pixie,” of snatching food from the air.

And, as far as I was concerned, the worst stunt of all was helping himself to a bottle of India ink from Matilda’s supply desk and sneaking up on unsuspecting Chester, climbing the  corral fence and pouring it all over the horse’s back. He wanted to “surprise Unc’a Josh” with a pretty, spotted horse like one he had seen in a picture book.

We had a family council that night. I was ready to send Jon on home, but Mary argued that he really wasn’t naughty and needed a chance to learn about the farm. Grandpa sided with her. How could the boy learn what he could and couldn’t do if he wasn’t given the chance to do a little exploring? So Jon stayed on, but we gave the four-year-old more rules and tried to watch him even closer.

I was busy repairing the back pasture fence when Jon joined me one afternoon.

“Hi, Unc’a Josh,” he greeted me warmly. I looked at the bright eyes and mop of brown hair.

“Hi, fella,” I responded a bit cautiously. “Does Mary know you’re here?”

Jon did not answer my question but held a little red pail as high as his short arm could hoist it.

“Brought ya a drink,” he announced. “Are ya thirsty?”

The summer sun was hot, and I was thirsty. I stopped to wipe the sweat from my brow and reached for the pail the boy held out to me.

“Auntie Mary said ya would be thirsty,” Jon continued. Lou had her children refer to Mary as “auntie” as a term of respect.

My eyes shifted to the nearby farmhouse. I was close enough that I didn’t need to be waited on—I could walk to the house or the well for a drink. Still, maybe Mary thought a bit of a stroll and an “errand” would do the small boy good. I sat down on the grass and pulled Jon onto my knee, one hand supporting the pail.

“Where’s Mary?” I asked him, looking at the dirt streaks on his hands and face.

“Busy doin’ some’pin,” he answered.

“So you brought me a drink?”

He nodded.

“That was mighty nice,” I complimented Jon. “Thank you.”

I lifted the pail to my lips. The water was not as cool as usually comes from our deep well, and I couldn’t help but wonder just how long Jon had been on his journey. At least it was wet. I took another long drink.

“So what have you been doing today?” I asked Jon.

He thought about that for a few moments before answering.

“I he’ped Grandpa hoe the garden,” he said brightly and then added more soberly, “but he said, ‘Thet’s enough, Jonathan,’ and sent me back to Auntie Mary.”

I tousled his hair. “And why did he do that?” I questioned. “Did you mix up weeds and vegetables?”

Jon nodded his head, his eyes thoughtful. “I guess it was peas,” he said somberly, and I had to hide my smile.

“Then I brought in the clothes for Auntie Mary,” he began, but ended with a shrug of his small shoulders. “But she hada take ’em back agin. They wasn’t dry yet.” Then Jon added quickly as though with great relief, “But Auntie Mary din’t scold me. Jest took the clothes and hung some back up an’—” His eyes lowered and then lifted again to mine. He finished with a grin that told me everything was all right. “An’ washed some of ’em agin an’ then hung them back up, too.”

Poor Mary. She had enough work without re-doing the wash.

“Here comes Aunt Mary now!” Jon excitedly pointed toward the farm buildings.

He was right. Mary and Sarah were coming our way.

“We brought you something, Uncle Josh,” Sarah called before they reached us.

I looked at the small container in Sarah’s hands and then to Mary. Both young ladies seemed pleased with themselves.

“Do I have to guess?” I asked Sarah.

Puffing, she reached the spot where Jon and I still sat on the ground.

“It’s a drink,” she said proudly.

“A drink? That’s nice. But Jon here”—I ruffled the boy’s hair again—“he already beat you to it. But I guess another drink would—”

But I stopped. The mention of the drink brought to me by young Jon had made Mary’s face blanch, her hand went to her mouth and she stood staring down at the red pail.

“Is something wrong?” I asked Mary, but it was Sarah who answered the question for me, though in a rather roundabout fashion.

“In that?” she squealed, pointing her finger at the red pail in the grass. Before I could even answer her she went on, “Jon was botherin’ Grandpa in the garden—hoeing up things— so Grandpa gave him that pail and sent him to water the flowers.”

That didn’t sound so bad. I didn’t mind sharing water with the flowers. But Mary’s face was still pale and she hadn’t said one word except for a gaspy little, “Oh, Joshua.”

“But,” went on Sarah, “Jon was dipping water from the stock trough!”

For a moment my stomach rebelled. I even thought I might  be sick. The thought of the horses and cattle slurping and snorting in my drinking water made my insides heave. I looked up at Mary’s white face and agonized expression. And then the whole thing struck me funny, and I pulled Jon closer into my arms, rolled over in the grass and began to tickle him and laugh. Not just little chuckles, but outright guffaws. Mary’s color returned to normal, and I saw she was trying to hide a snicker behind her hand. Then she looked at Jon and me tumbling on the grass together and began to laugh right along with me. Now my stomach hurt from laughter.

When we finally got ourselves under control, we all sat down on the ground together and shared the cool lemonade Mary and Sarah had brought.

“I guess if I can drink with the cows and horses, I can use the same cup as family,” I said and began to laugh again.

“We have cookies, too,” Sarah informed me importantly. I think she was trying to get me to settle down. She didn’t seem to understand why I thought my drink from the stock trough was so funny. I tried to respond properly to Sarah’s announcement.

“Cookies? What kind? Where did you find cookies?”

“They’re sugar cookies and I made ’em—myself.” And then she quickly corrected her statement. “Auntie Mary and me made ’em.”

“Can I have one? Can I have one, Sarah?” Jon was asking. Sure enough, there were some for all of us.

I guess the lemonade and the sugar cookies had a settling effect on my stomach. At any rate, I suffered no ill effects from drinking water out of the stock trough, though I did determine that in the future I would carefully check any food or drink offered me from the hand of my young nephew.
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