PULI'TZER PRIZE WINNER

Yearli

Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings

i
b
1 1
{ ]
1 1
) L) :
' |
L
! ]
] i J
d
i ' ,
N &
i
o TV p'—u- F A e =
‘. ve” BT p ST LRSS oy
Lo “.-.H"""'r:'lr"ih"‘;‘.':] ' ": _ﬂ =" e -
.1'7'{-1-.‘ . il - o | Baiia T8 ol S

] : —_—
— W;_ A s LEL L mgm e

o T —

i
«
¥
i .l'
¥
&
- &
¥
i
;
N '
_:i y
j
o
' SR i, B B T — P
- e T Al o L ey 1

o e LR '-:J"" “m

I,
- .._-_i- P
= nar - . ., e R e,
e et T AL el M T P ety b et
oy Fper O TV .' . - _m,;--....nn iy
g e e R i g e T g
o - T i L —
= R~ e T e g e e —
e e o R, i it R i

- L I w s .

e
e

e R —
T :-_-.i.q,,.‘.drh‘—u.

- —




Yéar'l 11

Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings

Decorations by
Edward Shenton

Simon Pulse



If you purchased this book without a cover you should be aware that this book
1s stolen property. It was reported as “unsold and destroyed” to the publisher
and neither the author nor the publisher has received any payment of this

“stripped book.”

Simon Pulse
An imprint of Simon & Schuster
Children’s Publishing Division
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
Copyright © 1938 by Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings
Renewed © 1966 Norton Baskin
Cover Art By N.C. Wyeth
Copyright © 1967 Charles Scribners Sons
Interior decorations by Edward Shenton
Copyright © renewed 1966 by Charles Scribners
All rights reserved including the right of reproduction
in whole or in part in any form.

50
Manufactured in the United States of America

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Rawlings, Marjorie Kinnan, 1896-1953.
The yearling.

Summary: A young boy living in the Florida backwoods is forced to
decide the fate of a fawn he has lovingly raised as a pet.
[ I. Deer—Fiction. 2. Parent and child—TFiction.
3. Farm life—Florida—Fiction. 4. Florida—Fiction]
I. Shenton, Edward, 1895- ill. II. Title.

PS3535.A845Y4 1986 813'.52 [Fic] 86-20743
ISBN 0-02-044931-3 (pbk)
(ISBN-13: 978-0-02-044931-7)



THE YEARLING



A\
‘\‘ \\

\\\\‘\

: ‘h

A coLuMmN of smoke rose thin and straight from the cabin
chimney. The smoke was blue where it left the red of the clay.
It trailed into the blue of the April sky and was no longer blue
but gray. The boy Jody watched it, speculating. The fire on the
kitchen hearth was dying down. His mother was hanging up
pots and pans after the noon dinner. The day was Friday. She
would sweep the floor with a broom of ti-ti and after that, if
he were lucky, she would scrub it with the corn shucks scrub.
If she scrubbed the floor she would not miss him until he had
reached the Glen. He stood a minute, balancing the hoe on
his shoulder.

The clearing itself was pleasant if the unweeded rows of
young shafts of corn were not before him. The wild bees had
found the chinaberry tree by the front gate. They burrowed
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into the fragile clusters of lavender bloom as greedily as though
there were no other flowers in the scrub; as though they had
forgotten the yellow jessamine of March; the sweet bay and
the magnolias ahead of them in May. It occurred to him that
he might follow the swift line of flight of the black and gold
bodies, and so find a bee-tree, full of amber honey. The winter’s
cane syrup was gone and most of the jellies. Finding a bee-tree
was nobler work than hoeing, and the corn could wait another
day. The afternoon was alive with a soft stirring. It bored into
him as the bees bored into the chinaberry blossoms, so that he
must be gone across the clearing, through the pines and down
the road to the running branch. The bee-tree might be near the
waltcr.

He stood his hoe against the split-rail fence. He walked down
the cornficld until he was out of sight of the cabin. He swung
himself over the fence on his two hands. Old Julia the hound
had followed his father in the wagon to Grahamsville, but Rip
the bull-dog and Perk the new feist saw the form clear the
fence and ran toward him. Rip barked deeply but the voice of
the small mongrel was high and shrill. They wagged depreca-
tory short tails when they recognized him. He sent them back
to the yard. They watched after him indifferently. They were
a sorry pair, he thought, good for nothing but the chase, the
catch and the kill. They had no interest in him except when
he brought them their plates of table scraps night and morn-
ing. Old Julia was a gentle thing with humans, but her worn-
toothed devotion was only for his father, Penny Baxter. Jody
had tried to make up to Julia, but she would have none of him.

“You was pups together,” his father told him, “ten year gone,
when you was two year old and her a baby. You hurted the
leetle thing, not meanin’ no harm. She cain’t bring herself to
trust you. Hounds is often that-a-way.”

He made a circle around the sheds and corn-crib and cut

south through the black-jack. He wished he had a dog like
2
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Grandma Hutto’s. It was white and curly-haired and did tricks.
When Grandma Hutto laughed and shook and could not stop,
the dog jumped into her lap and licked her face, wagging
its plumed tail as though it laughed with her. He would like
anything that was his own; that licked his face and followed
him as old Julia followed his father. He cut into the sand road
and began to run east. It was two miles to the Glen, but it
seemed to Jody that he could run forever. There was no ache
in his legs, as when he hoed the corn. He slowed down to make
the road last longer. He had passed the big pines and left them
behind. Where he walked now, the scrub had closed in, walling
in the road with dense sand pines, each one so thin it seemed
to the boy it might make kindling by itself. The road went up
an incline. At the top he stopped. The April sky was framed
by the tawny sand and the pines. It was as blue as his homespun
shirt, dyed with Grandma Hutto’s indigo. Small clouds were
stationary, like bolls of cotton. As he watched, the sunlight left
the sky a moment and the clouds were gray.

“There’ll come a little old drizzly rain before night-fall,” he
thought.

The down grade tempted him to a lope. He reached the
thick-bedded sand of the Silver Glen road. The tar-flower was
in bloom, and fetter-bush and sparkleberry. He slowed to a
walk, so that he might pass the changing vegetation tree by
tree, bush by bush, each one unique and familiar. He reached
the magnolia tree where he had carved the wild-cat’s face. The
growth was a sign that there was water nearby. It seemed a
strange thing to him, when earth was earth and rain was rain,
that scrawny pines should grow in the scrub, while by every
branch and lake and river there grew magnolias. Dogs were the
same everywhere, and oxen and mules and horses. But trees
were different in different places.

“Reckon it’s because they can’t move none,” he decided. They
took what food was in the soil under them.
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The east bank of the road shelved suddenly. It dropped be-
low him twenty feet to a spring. The bank was dense with
magnolia and loblolly bay, sweet gum and gray-barked ash.
He went down to the spring in the cool darkness of their
shadows. A sharp pleasure came over him. This was a secret
and a lovely place.

A spring as clear as well water bubbled up from nowhere in
the sand. It was as though the banks cupped green leafy hands
to hold it. There was a whirlpool where the water rose from
the earth. Grains of sand boiled in it. Beyond the bank, the
parent spring bubbled up at a higher level, cut itself a channel
through white limestone and began to run rapidly down-hill
to make a creek. The creek joined Lake George, Lake George
was a part of the St. John’s River, the great river flowed north-
ward and into the sea. It excited Jody to watch the beginning
of the ocean. There were other beginnings, true, but this one
was his own. He liked to think that no one came here but
himself and the wild animals and the thirsty birds.

He was warm from his jaunt. The dusky glen laid cool hands
on him. He rolled up the hems of his blue denim breeches and
stepped with bare dirty feet into the shallow spring. His toes
sunk into the sand. It oozed softly between them and over his
bony ankles. The water was so cold that for a moment it
burned his skin. Then it made a rippling sound, flowing past
his pipe-stem legs, and was entirely delicious. He walked up
and down, digging his big toe experimentally under smooth
rocks he encountered. A school of minnows flashed ahead of
him down the growing branch. He chased them through the
shallows. They were suddenly out of sight as though they had
never existed. He crouched under a bared and overhanging
live-oak root where a pool was deep, thinking they might re-
appear, but only a spring frog wriggled from under the mud,
stared at him, and dove under the tree root in a spasmodic
terror. He laughed.

4
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“I ain’t no 'coon. I'd not ketch you,” he called after it.

A breeze parted the canopied limbs over him. The sun
~ dropped through and lay on his head and shoulders. It was
good to be warm at his head while his hard calloused feet were
cold. The breeze died away, the sun no longer reached him.
He waded across to the opposite bank where the growth was
more open. A low palmetto brushed him. It reminded him that
his knife was snug in his pocket; that he had planned as long
ago as Christmas, to make himself a flutter-mill.

He had never built one alone. Grandma Hutto’s son Oliver
had always made one for him whenever he was home from sea.
He went to work intently, frowning as he tried to recall the
exact angle necessary to make the mill-wheel turn smoothly.
He cut two forked twigs and trimmed them into two Y’s of
the same size. Oliver had been very particular to have the cross-
bar round and smooth, he remembered. A wild cherry grew
half-way up the bank. He climbed it and cut a twig as even as
a polished pencil. He selected a palm frond and cut two strips
of the tough fiber, an inch wide and four inches long. He cut
a slit lengthwise in the center of each of them, wide enough to
insert the cherry twig. The strips of palm frond must be at
angles, like the arms of a windmill. He adjusted them care-
fully. He separated the Y-shaped twigs by nearly the length
of the cherry cross-bar and pushed them deep into the sand
of the branch bed a few yards below the spring.

The water was only a few inches deep but it ran strongly,
with a firm current. The palm-frond mill-wheel must just
brush the water’s surface. He experimented with depth untl
he was satisfied, then laid the cherry bar between the twigs. It
hung motionless. He twisted it a moment, anxiously, helping it
to fit itself into its forked grooves. The bar began to rotate. The
current caught the flexible tip of one bit of palm frond. By the
time it lifted clear, the rotation of the bar brought the angled
tip of the second into contact with the stream. The small leafy

5
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paddles swung over and over, up and down. The little wheel
was turning. The flutter-mill was at work. It turned with the
easy rhythm of the great water-mill at Lynne that ground corn
into meal.

Jody drew a deep breath. He threw himself on the weedy
sand close to the water and abandoned himself to the magic
of motion. Up, over, down, up, over, down—the flutter-mill
was enchanting. The bubbling spring would rise forever from
the earth, the thin current was endless. The spring was the be-
ginning of waters sliding to the sea. Unless leaves fell, or
squirrels cut sweet bay twigs to drop and block the fragile
wheel, the flutter-mill might turn forever. When he was an old
man, as old as his father, there seemed no reason why this
rippling movement might not continue as he had begun it.

He moved a stone that was matching its corners against his
sharp ribs and burrowed a little, hollowing himself a nest for
his hips and shoulders. He stretched out one arm and laid his
head on it. A shaft of sunlight, warm and thin like a light
patchwork quilt, lay across his body. He watched the flutter-
mill indolently, sunk in the sand and the sunlight. The move-
ment was hypnotic. His eyelids fluttered with the palm-leaf
paddles. Drops of silver slipping from the wheel blurred to-
gether like the tail of a shooting star. The water made a sound
like kittens lapping. A rain frog sang a moment and then was
still. There was an instant when the boy hung at the edge of a
high bank made of the soft fluff of broom-sage, and the rain
frog and the starry dripping of the flutter-mill hung with him.
Instead of falling over the edge, he sank into the softness. The
blue, white-tufted sky closed over him. He slept.

When he awakened, he thought he was in a place other than
the branch bed. He was in another world, so that for an in-
stant he thought he might still be dreaming. The sun was gone,
and all the light and shadow. There were no black boles of live

oaks, no glossy green of magnolia leaves, no pattern of gold lace
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where the sun had sifted through the branches of the wild
cherry. The world was all a gentle gray, and he lay in a2 mist as

fine as spray from a waterfall. The mist tickled his skin. It was
scarcely wet. It was at once warm and cool. He rolled over on
his back and it was as though he looked up into the soft gray
breast of a mourning dove.

He lay, absorbing the fine-dropped rain like a young plant.
When his face was damp at last and his shirt was moist to the
touch, he left his nest. He stopped short. A deer had come to
the spring while he was sleeping. The fresh tracks came down
the east bank and stopped at the water’s edge. They were sharp
and pointed, the tracks of a doe. They sank deeply into the
sand, so that he knew the doe was an old one and a large. Per-
haps she was heavy with fawn. She had come down and drunk
deeply from the spring, not seeing him where he slept. Then
she had scented him. There was a scuffled confusion in the sand
where she had wheeled in fright. The tracks up the opposite
bank had long harried streaks behind them. Perhaps she had
not drunk, after all, before she scented him, and turned and
ran with that swift, sand—throwmg flight. He hopcd she was
not now thirsty, W1dc-cyed in the scrub.

He looked about for other tracks. The squn'rcls had raced up
and down the banks, but they were bold, always. A raccoon
had been that way, with his feet like sharp—nailcd hands, but he
could not be sure how recently. Only his father could tell for
certain the hour when any wild things had passed by. Only the
doe had surely come and had been frightened. He turned back
again to the flutter-mill. It was turning as steadily as though it
had always been there. The palm-leaf paddles were frail but
they made a brave show of strength, rippling against the shal-
low water. They were glistening from the slow rain.

Jody looked at the sky. He could not tell the time of day in
the grayness, nor how long he may have slept. He bounded up

the west bank, where open gallberry flats spread without ob-
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structions. As he stood, hesitant whether to go or stay, the rain
ended as gently as it had begun. A light breeze stirred from the
southwest. The sun came out. The clouds rolled together into
great white billowing feather bolsters, and across the east a rain-
bow arched, so lovely and so various that Jody thought he
would burst with looking at it. The earth was pale green, the
air itself was all but visible, golden with the rain-washed sun-
light, and all the trees and grass and bushes glittered, varnished
with the rain-drops.

A spring of delight boiled up within him as irresistibly as the
spring of the branch. He lifted his arms and held them straight
from his shoulders like a water-turkey’s wings. He began to
whirl around in his tracks. He whirled faster and faster until
his ecstasy was a whirlpool, and when he thought he would
explode with it, he became dizzy and closed his eyes and
dropped to the ground and lay flat in the broom-sage. The earth
whirled under him and with him. He opened his eyes and the
blue April sky and the cotton clouds whirled over him. Boy and
earth and trees and sky spun together. The whirling stopped,
his head cleared and he got to his feet. He was light-headed
and giddy, but something in him was relieved, and the April
day could be borne again, like any ordinary day.

He turned and galioped toward home. He drew deep breaths
of the pines, aromatic with wetness. The loose sand that had
pulled at his feet was firmed by the rain. Tpcffréfilrn was com-
fortable going. The sun was not far fromits setting when the
long-leaf pines around the Baxter clearing came into sight.
They stood tall and dark against the red-gold west. He heard
the chickens clucking and quarreling and knew they had just
been fed. He turned into the clearing. The weathered gray
of the split-rail fence was/luminous in the rich spring light.
Smoke curled thickly from the stick-and-clay chimney. Supper
would be ready on the hearth and hot bread baking in the
Dutch oven. He hoped| his father had not returned from
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Grahamsville. It came to him for the first time that perhaps he
should not have left the place while his father was away. If his
mcther had needed wood, she would be angry. Even his father
would shake his head a little and say, “Son " He heard old
Caxsar snort and knew his father was ahead of him.

The clearing was in a pleasant clatter. The horse whinnied at
the gate, the calf bleated in its stall and the milch cow an-
swered, the chickens scratched and cackled and the dogs barked
with the'coming of food and evening. It was good to be hungry
ana to be fed and the stock was eager with an expectant cer-
tainty. The end of winter had been meager; corn short, and
hay, and dried cow-peas. But now in April the pastures were
green and succulent and even the chickens savored the sprouts
of young grass. The dogs had found a nest of young rabbits
that evening, and after such tid-bits the scraps from the Baxter
supper table were a matter of some indifference. Jody saw old
Julia lying under the wagon, worn out from her miles of
trotting. He swung open the front paling gate and went to
find his father.

Penny Baxter was at the wood-pile. He still wore the coat of
the broadcloth suit that he had been married in, that he now
wore as badge of his gentility when he went to church, or off
trading. The sleeves were too short, not because Penny had
grown, but because the years of hanging through the summer
dampness, and being pressed with the smoothing iron and
pressed again, had somehow shrunk the fabric. Jody saw his
father’s hands, big for the rest of him, close around a bundle of

wood. He was doing Jody’s work, and in his good coat. Jody
ran to him.

“I'll git it, Pa.”
He hoped his willingness, now, would cover his delinquency.
His father straightened his back.

“I near about give you out, son,” he said.
“I went to the Glen.”
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“Hit were a mighty purty day to go,” Penny said. “Or to go
anywhere. How come you to take out such a fur piece ?”

It was as hard to remember why he had gone as though it
had been a year ago. He had to think back to the moment
when he had laid down his/ hoe.

“Oh.” He had it now. “I /aimed to foller the honey-bees and
find a bee-tree.” /

“You find it?” /

Jody stared blankly. /

“Dogged if I ain’t forgot ’til now to look for it.”

He felt as foolish as a bird-dog caught chasing field mice. He
looked at his father sheepishly. His father’s pale blue eyes were
twinkling.

“Tell the truth, Jody,” he said, “and shame the devil. Wa'n't
the bee-tree a fine excuse to go a-ramblin’?”

Jody grinned. |

“The notion takened me,” he admitted, “afore I studied on
the bee-tree.”

“That’s what I figgered. How come me to know, was when
I was drivin’ along to Grahamsville, I said to myself, ‘There’s
Jody now, and the hoein’ ain’t goin’ to take him too long. What
would I do this fine spring day, was I a boy?’ And then I
thought, ‘T'd go a-ramblin’.” Most anywhere, long as it kivered
the ground.”

A warmth filled the boy that was not the low golden sun.
He nodded.

“That’s the way I figgered,” he said.

“But your Ma, now,” Penny jerked his head toward the
house, “don’t hold with ramblin’. Most women-folks cain’t see
for their lives, how a man loves so to ramble. I never let on you

wasn’t here. She said, “‘Where’s Jody?’ and I said, ‘Oh, I reckon
he’s around some’eres.’ ”

He winked one eye and Jody winked back.
I0
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“Men-folks has got to stick together in the name o’ peace.
You carry your Ma a good bait o’ wood now.”

Jody filled his arms and hurried to the house. His mother
was kneeling at the hearth. The spiced smells that came to his
nose made him weak with hunger.

“That ain’t sweet ’tater pone, is it, Mar”

“Hit's sweet ’tater pone, and don’t you fellers be too long a
time now, piddlin’ around and visitin’. Supper’s done and
ready.”

He dumped the wood in the box and scurried to the lot. His
father was milking Trixie.

“Ma says to git done and come on,” he reported. “Must I
feed old Caesar?”

“I done fed him, son, sich as I had to give the pore feller.”
He stood up from the three-legged milking stool. “Carry in the
milk and don’t trip and waste it outen the gourd like you done
yestiddy. Easy, Trixie——"

He moved aside from the cow and went to the stall in the
shed, where her calf was cethered.

“Here, Trixie. Soo, gal—"

The cow lowed and came to her calf.

“Easy, there. You greedy as Jody.”

He stroked the pair and followed the boy to the house. They
washed in turn at the water-shelf and dried their hands and
faces on the roller towel hanging outside the kitchen door.
Ma Baxter sat at the table waiting for them, helping their plates.
Her bulky frame filled the end of the long narrow table. Jody
and his father sat down on either side of her. It seemed natural
to both of them that she should preside.

“You-all hongry tonight?” she asked.

“I kin hold a barrel o’ meat and a bushel o’ biscuit,” Jody
said.

“That’s what you say. Your eyes is bigger'n your belly.”

11
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“I'd about say the same,” Penny said, “if I hadn’t learned
better. Goin’ to Grahamsville allus do make me hongry.”

“You git a snort o ’shine there, is the reason,” she said.

“A mighty small one today. Jim Turnbuckle treated.”

“Then you shore didn’t git enough to hurt you.”

Jody heard nothing; saw nothing but his plate. He had never
been so hungry in his life, and after a lean winter and slow
spring, with food not much more plentiful for the Baxters than
for their stock, his mother had cooked a supper good enough for
the preacher. There were poke-greens with bits of white bacon
buried in them; sand-buggers made of potato and onion and
the cooter he had found crawling yesterday; sour orange bis-
cuits and at his mother’s elbow the sweet potato pone. He was
torn between his desire for more biscuits and another sand-
bugger and the knowledge, born of painful experience, that if
he ate them, he would suddenly have no room for pone. The
choice was plain.

“Ma,” he said, “kin I have my pone right now ?”

She was at a pause in the feeding of her own large frame.
She cut him, dexterously, a generous portion. He plunged into
its spiced and savory goodness.

“The time it takened me,” she complained, “to make that
pone—and you destroyin’ it before I git my breath——"

“I'm eatin’ it quick,” he admitted, “but I'll remember it a
long time.”

Supper was done with. Jody was replete. Even his father, who
usually ate like a sparrow, had taken a second helping.

“I'm full, thank the Lord,” he said.

Ma Baxter sighed.

“If a feller’d light me a candle,” she said, “I'd git shut o’ the
dishwashin’ and mebbe have time to set and enjoy myself.”

Jody left his seat and lit a tallow candle. As the yellow flame
wavered, he looked out of the east window. The full moon was
rising.

12
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“A pity to waste light, ain’t 1t, his father said, “and the full
moon shinin

He came to the window and they watched it together.

“Son, what do 1t put in your head? Do you mind what we
said we'd do, full moon in April?”

“I dis-remember.”

Somehow, the seasons always took him unawares. It must be
necessary to be as old as his father to keep them in the mind
and memory, to remember moon-time from one year’s end to
another.

“You ain’t forgot what I told you? I'll swear, Jody. Why, boy,
the bears comes outen their winter beds on the full moon in
April.”

“Old Slewfoot! You said we'd lay for him when he come
out!”

“That’s it.”

“You said we'd go where we seed his tracks comin’ and goin’
and criss-crossin’, and likely find his bed, and him, too, comin’
out in Apnl.”

“And fat. Fat and lazy. The meat so sweet, from him layin’
up.”

“And him mebbe easier to ketch, not woke up good.”

“That’s it.”

“When kin we go, Pa?”

“Soon as we git the hoein’ done. And see bear-sign.”

“Which-a-way will we begin huntin’ him?”

“We'd best to go by the Glen springs and see has he come out
and watered there.”

“A big ol’ doe watered there today,” Jody said. “Whilst I was
asleep. I built me a flutter-mill, Pa. It run fine.”

Ma Baxter stopped the clatter of her pots and pans.

“You sly scaper,” she said. “That’s the first I knowed you
been off. You gittin’ slick as a clay road in the rain.”

He shouted with laughter.

13
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PenNY BaxTer lay awake beside the vast sleeping bulk of his
wife. He was always wakeful on the full moon. He had often
wondered whether, with the light so bright, men were not
meant to go into their fields and labor. He would like to slip

from his bed and perhaps cut down an oak for wood, or finish
the hoeing that Jody had left undone.

“I reckon I'd ought to of crawled him about it,” he thought.

In his day, he would have been thoroughly thrashed for slip-
ping away and idling. His father would have sent him back
to the spring, without his supper, to tear out the flutter-mill.

“But that’s it,” he thought. “A boy ain’t a boy too long.”

As he looked back over the years, he himself had had no boy-
hood. His own father had been a preacher, stern asthe Old Tes-
tament God. The living had come, however, not from the Word,

16
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but from the small farm near Volusia on which he had raised
a large family. He had taught them to rcad and write and to
know the Scriptures, but all of them, from the time they could
toddle behind him down the corn rows, carrying the sack of
sced, had toiled until their small bones ached and their grow-
ing fingers cramped. Rations had been short and hookworm
abundant. Penny had grown to maturity no bigger than a boy.
His feet were small, his shoulders narrow, his ribs and hips
jointed together in a continuous fragile framework. He had
stood among the Forresters one day, like an ash sapling among
glant oaks.

Lem Forrester looked down at him and said, “Why, you
lcetle ol” penny-piece, you. You’re good money, a’right, but hit
jest don’t come no smaller. Leetle ol’ Penny Baxter——

The name had been his only one ever since. When he voted,
he signed himself “Ezra Ezekial Baxter,” but when he paid his
taxes, he was put down as “Penny Baxter” and made no protest.
But he was a sound amalgam; sound as copper itself; and with
something, too, of the copper’s softness. He leaned backward
in his honesty, so that he was often a temptation to store-keepers
and mill-owners and horse-traders. Store-keeper Boyles at
Volusia, as honest as he, had once given him a dollar too much
in change. His horse being lame, Penny had walked the long
miles back again to return it.

“The next time you came to trade would have done,” Boyles
said.

“I know,” Penny answered him, “but ’twa’n’t mine and I
wouldn’t of wanted to die with it on me. Dead or alive, I only
want what’s mine.”

The remark might have explained, to those who puzzled at
him, his migration to the adjacent scrub. Folk who lived along
the deep and placid river, alive with craft, with dugouts and
scows, lumber rafts and freight and passenger vessels, side-
vheel stecamers that almost filled the stream, in places, from
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bank to bank, had said that Penny Baxter was either a brave
man or a crazy one to leave the common way of life and take
his bride into the very heart of the wild Florida scrub, populous
with bears and wolves and panthers. It had been understanda-
ble for the Forresters to go there, for the growing family of
great burly quarrelsome males needed all the room in the
county, and freedom from any hindrance. But who would
hinder Penny Baxter?

It was not hindrance— But in the towns and villages, in
farming sections where neighbors were not too far apart, men’s
minds and actions and property overlapped. There were in-
trusions on the individual spirit. There were friendliness and
mutual help in time of trouble, true, but there were bickerings
and watchfulness, one man suspicious of another. He had grown
from under the sternness of his father into a world less direct,
less honest, in its harshness, and therefore more disturbing.

He had perhaps been bruised too often. The peace of the vast
aloof scrub had drawn him with the beneficence of its silence.
Something in him was raw and tender. The touch of men was
hurtful upon it, but the touch of the pines was healing. Making
a living came harder there, distances were troublesome in the
buying of supplies and the marketing of crops. But the clearing
was peculiarly his own. The wild animals seemed less preda-
tory to him than people he had known. The forays of bear and
wolf and wild-cat and panther on stock were understandable,
which was more than he could say of human cruelties.

In his thirties he had married a buxom girl, already twice his
size, loaded her in an ox-cart along with the rudiments of
housekeeping, and jogged with her to the clearing, where with
his own hands he had reared a cabin. He had chosen his land as
well as a man might choose in the brooding expanse of scrawny
sand pines. He had bought of the Forresters, who lived a safe
four miles away, high good land in the center of a pine island.
Theisland was called by such a name, in an arid forest, because
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it was literally an island of long-leaf pines, lifted high, a land-
mark, in the rolling sea that was the scrub. There were other
such 1slands scattered to the north and west, where some acci-
dent of soil or moisture produced patches of luxuriant growth;
cven of hammock, the richest growth of all. Live oaks were here
and there; the red bay and the magnolia; wild cherry and sweet
gum; hickory and holly.

A scarcity of water was the only draw-back to the location.
The water level lay so deep that wells were priceless. Water for
inhabitants of Baxter’s Island must come, until bricks and mor-
tar were cheaper, from the great sink-hole on the western
boundary of the hundred-acre tract. The sink-hole was a phe-
nomenon common to the Florida limestone regions. Under-
ground rivers ran through such sections. The bubbling springs
that turned at once into creeks and runs were outbreaks of
these. Sometimes a thin shell of surface soil caved in and a great
cavern was revealed, with or without a flow of water. The sink-
hole included with Penny Baxter’s land contained, unfor-
tunately, no flowing spring. But a pure filtered water seeped day
and night through the high banks and formed a pool at the
bottom. The Forresters had tried to sell Penny poor land in the
scrub itself, but with cash to back him, he had insisted on the
1sland.

He had said to them, “The scrub’s a fitten place for the game
to raise, and all the wild things. Foxes and deer and panther-
cats and rattlesnakes. I cain’t raise young uns in a pure thicket.”

The Forresters had slapped their thighs and roared with
laughter from their beards.

Lem had bellowed, “How many ha’ pennies is in a penny?
You'll do good, be you daddy to a fox-cub.”

Penny could hear him now, after all the years. He turned
over in his bed, cautiously, not to awaken his wife. He had
indeed planned boldly for sons and daughters, moving in pro-
lific plenty among the long-leaf pines. The family had come.
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Ora Baxter was plainly built for child-bearing. But it had
seemed as though his seed were as puny as himself.

“Or Lem put a mouth on me,” he thought.

The babies were frail, and almost as fast as they came, they
sickened and died. Penny had buried them one by one in a
cleared place among the black-jack oaks, where the poor loose
soil made the digging easier. The plot grew in size until he
was compelled to fence it in against the vandalism of hogs and
pole-cats. He had carved little wooden tombstones for all. He
could picture them now, standing white and straight in the
moonlight. Some of them had names: Ezra Jr.; Little Ora;
William T. The others bore only such legends as Baby Baxter,
aged 3 mos. 6 days. On one, Penny had scratched laboriously
with his pocket-knife, “She never saw the light of day.” His
mind moved back down the years, touching them, as a man
touches fence-posts in his passing.

There had been a hiatus in the births. Then, when the lone-
liness of the place had begun to frighten him a little, and his
wife was almost past the age of bearing, Jody Baxter was born
and thrived. When the baby was a toddling two-year-old, Penny
had gone to the war. He had taken his wife and child to the
river, to live with his crony, Grandma Hutto, for the few
months he expected to be away. He had come back at the end
of four years with the mark of age on him. He had gathered up
his wife and boy and taken them back to the scrub with grati-
tude for its peace and isolation.

Jody’s mother had accepted her youngest with something of
detachment, as though she had given all she had of love and
care and interest to those others. But Penny’s bowels yearned
over his son. He gave him something more than his paternity.
He found that the child stood wide-eyed and breathless before
the miracle of bird and creature, of flower and tree, of wind and
rain and sun and moon, as he had always stood. And if, on a
soft day in April, the bov had prowled away on his boy’s busi-
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ness, he could understand the thing that had drawn him. He

understood, too, its briefness.
His wife’s bulk stirred and she made a sound in her sleep.

e would act on any such occasion, he knew, as a bulwark for
the boy against the mother’s sharpness. The whip-poor-will flew
farther into the forest and took up his lament again, sweet with
distance. The moonlight moved beyond the focus of the bed-
room window.

“Leave him kick up his heels,” he thought, “and run away.
[.cave him build his flutter-mills. The day’ll come, he’ll not even

care to.”
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Jopy opened his eyes unwillingly. Sometime, he thought, he
would slip away into the woods and sleep from Friday until
Monday. Daylight was showing through the east window of his
small bedroom. He could not be certain whether it was the pale
light that had awakened him, or the stirring of the chickens in
the peach trees. He heard them fluttering one by one from their
roost in the branches. The daylight lay in orange streaks. The
pines beyond the clearing were still black against it. Now in
April the sun was rising earlier. It could not be very late, It was
good to awaken by himself before his mother called him. He
turned over luxuriously. The dry corn shucks of his mattress
rustled under him. The Dominick rooster crowed boisterously
under the window.
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“You crow now,” the boy said. “See kin you rout me out.”

The bright streaks in the east thickened and blended. A
golden flush spread as high as the pines, and as he watched, the
sun itself lifted, like a vast copper skillet being drawn to hang
among the branches. A light wind stirred, as though the grow-
ing light had pushed it out of the restless east. The sacking cur-
tains eddied out into the room. The breeze reached the bed
and brushed him with the cool softness of clean fur. He lay for
a moment 1n torment between the luxury of his bed and the
coming day. Then he was out of his nest and standing on the
deerskin rug, and his breeches were hanging handily, and his
shirt right side out by good fortune, and he was in them, and
dressed, and there was not any need of sleep, or anything but
the day, and the smell of hot cakes in the kitchen.

"Hey, oI’ Ma,” he said at the door. “I like you, Ma.”

“You and them hounds and all the rest o’ the stock,” she
said. “Mighty lovin’ on a empty belly and me with a dish in
my hand.”

“That’s the way you're purtiest,” he said, and grinned.

He went whistling to the water-shelf and dipped into the
wooden bucket to fill the wash-basin. He sousled his hands and
face in the water, deciding against the strong lye soap. He wet
his hair and parted and smoothed it with his fingers. He took
down the small mirror from the wall and studied himself a
moment.

“I'm turrible ugly, Ma,” he called.

“Well, there ain’t been a purty Baxter since the name begun.”

He wrinkled his nose at the mirror. The gesture made the
freckles across the bridge blend together.

“I wisht I was dark like the Forresters.”

“You be proud you ain’t. Them fellers is black as their hearts.
You a Baxter and all the Baxters is fair.”

“You talk like I wasn’t no kin to you.”

“My folks runs to fairness, too. They ain’t none of em puny,
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though. Iffen you'll learn yourself to work, you’ll be your Pa
all over.”

The mirror showed a small face with high cheek bones. The
face was freckled and pale, but healthy, like a fine sand. The
hair grieved him on the occasions when he went to church or
any doings at Volusia. It was straw-colored and shaggy, and no
matter how carefully his father cut it, once a month on the
Sunday morning nearest the full moon, it grew in tufts at the
back. “Drakes’ tails,” his mother called them. His eyes were
wide and blue. When he frowned, in close study over his
reader, or watching something curious, they narrowed. It was
then that his mother claimed him kin.

“He do favor the Alverses a mite,” she said.

Jody turned the mirror to inspect his ears; not for cleanli-
ness, but remembering the pain of the day when Lem For-
rester had held his chin with one vast hand and pulled his
ears with the other.

“Boy, your ears is set up on your head like a ’possum’s,”
Lem said.

Jody made a leering grimace at himself and returned the
mirror to the wall.

“Do we got to wait for Pa to eat breakfast?” he asked.

“We do. Set 1t all in front of you and there’d likely not be
enough left for him.”

He hesitated at the back door.

“And don’t you slip off, neither. He ain’t but to the corn-
crib.”

From the south, beyond the black-jacks, he heard the bell-
like voice of old Julia, giving tongue in great excitement.
He thought he heard, too, his father, giving her a command.
He bolted away before his mother’s sharp voice could stop
him. She, too, had heard the dog. She followed to the door and
called after him.

“Don’t you and your Pa be gone too long now, follerin’ that

24



THE YEARLING

fool hound. I'm o' no mind to set around waitin’ breakfast
and you two piddlin’ around in the woods.”

He could no longer hear either old Julia or his father. He
was in a frenzy for fear the excitement was over; the intruder
rone and perhaps dog and father with it. He crashed through
the black-jacks in the direction from which the sounds had
come. His father’s voice spoke, close at hand.

“Easy, son. What’s done ’ll wait for you.” |

He stopped short. Old Julia stood trembling, not in fear
but in eagerness. His father stood looking down at the crushed
and mangled carcass of black Betsy, the brood sow.

“He must of heered me darin’ him,” Penny said. “Look care-
ful, boy. See do you see what I see.”

The sight of the mutilated sow sickened him. His father
was looking beyond the dead animal. Old Julia had her sharp
nose turned in the same direction. Jody walked a few paces
and examined the sand. The unmistakable tracks made his
blood jump. They were the tracks of a giant bear. And from
the print of the right front paw, as big as the crown of a hat,
one toe was missing.

“Old Slewfoot!”

Penny nodded.

“I'm proud you remembered his track.”

They bent together and studied the signs and the direc-
tion in which they had both come and gone.

“That’s what I call,” Penny said, “carryin’ the war into the
enemy’s camp.” |

“None o’ the dogs bayed him, Pa. Lessen I didn’t hear, for
sleepin’.”

“None of ’em bayed him. He had the wind in his favor.
Don’t you think he didn’t know what he was doin’. He slipped
in like a shadow and done his meanness and slipped out afore
day.”

A chill ran along Jody’s backbone. He could picture the
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shadow, big and black as a shed in motion, moving among
the black-jacks and gathering in the tame and sleeping sow
with one sweep of the great clawed paw. Then the white tusks
followed into the backbone, crushing it, and into the warm
and palpitating flesh. Betsy had had no chance even to squeal
for help.

“He'd a’ready fed,” Penny pointed out. “He ate no more’n
a mouthful. A bear’s stomach is shrunk when he first comes
outen his winter bed. That’s why I hate a bear. A creetur that
kills and eats what he needs, why, he’s jest like the rest of us,
makin’ out the best he kin. But an animal, or a person either,
that’ll do harm jest to be a-doin’—— You look in a bear’s face
and you’ll see he’s got no remorse.”

“You aim to carry in old Betsy?”

“The meat’s bad tore up, but I reckon there’s sausage left.
And lard.”

Jody knew that he should feel badly about old Betsy, but

all that he could feel was excitement. The unwarranted kill,
inside the sanctuary of the Baxter acres, had made a personal
enemy of the big bear that had evaded all the stock owners
for five years. He was wild to begin the hunt. He acknowl-
edged to himself, as well, a trace of fear. Old Slewfoot had
struck close to home.

He took one hind leg of the sow and Penny the other. They
dragged it to the house with Julia reluctant at their heels. The
old bear-dog could not understand why they did not set out at
once on the chase.

“T'll swear,” Penny said, “I'm daresome to break the news
to your Ma,”

“She’ll rare for certain,” Jody agreed.

“Betsy was sich a fine brood sow. My, she was fine.”

Ma Baxter was waiting for them by the gate.

“I been a-callin’ and I been a-callin’,” she hailed them. “What
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you got there, piddlin’ around so long? Oh dear goodness,
oh dear goodness—my sow, my sow."

She threw her arms toward the sky. Penny and Jody passed
through the gate and back of the house. She followed, wailing.

“We'll hang the meat to the cross-piece, son,” Penny said.
“The dogs’ll not reach it there.”

“You might tell me,” Ma Baxter said. “The least you kin
do is tell me, how come her dead and tore to ribbons right
under my nose.”

“Old Slewfoot done it, Ma,” Jody said. “His tracks was
certain.”

“And them dogs asleep right here in the clearin’?”

The three had already appeared, nosing about the fresh
smell of the blood. She threw a stick in their direction.

“You no-account creeturs! Hornin’ in on our rations and
leavin’ sich as this to happen.”

“Ain’t 2 dog borned as smart as that bear,” Penny said.

“They could of barked.”

She threw another stick and the dogs slunk away.

The family went to the house. In the confusion, Jody went
frst into the kitchen, where the smell of breakfast tortured him.
His mother could not be too disturbed to notice what he was
doing.

“You git right back here,” she called, “and wash your dirty
hands.”

He joined his father at the water-shelf. Breakfast was on the
table. Ma Baxter sat, swaying her body in distress, and did not
cat. Jody heaped his plate. There were grits and gravy, hot
cakes, and buttermilk.

“Anyway,” he said, “we got meat to eat for a whiles now.”

She turned on him.

“Meat now, and none this winter.”

“P'll ask the Forresters out of a sow,” Penny said.
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“Yes, and be beholden to them rascals.” She began to wail
gain. “That blasted bear— I'd like to git my hands on him.”
“I'll tell him when I see him,” Penny said mildly between
outhfuls. '

Jody burst out laughing.

“That’s right,” she said. “Make a fun-box outen me.”

Jody patted her big arm.
“Hit jest come to me, Ma, how you’d look—you and ol’

lewfoot mixin’ it.”
“I'd bet on your Ma,” Penny said.
“Nobody but me don’t take life serious,” she lamented.



Penny pushed back his plate and stood up from the table.

“Well, son, we got our day’s work laid out for us.”

Jody’s heart fell. Hoeing——

“We stand a right good chancet o’ comin’ up with that bear
today.”

The sun was bright again.

“Fetch me my shot-bag and my powder horn. And the
tinder horn.”

Jody jumped to bring them.

“Look at him move,” his mother said. “To see him hoe,
you'd think he was a snail. Say ‘huntin’’ and he’s quick as a
otter.”

She went to the kitchen safe and took out one of the few
remaining glasses of jelly. She spread the jelly on the left-over
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