Prudence by Name

I've stayed on here at Cubh ro

-« wonder why , : Ssip,
OME FOLKS WO deputy sheriff at the start anc.I still the sam eg
all these ycars; little cases and the office routine apq tend:

. ’ In
- scem to figure that if I'd PUShedlfmg’Self at the Tig}ﬁ
the 11111 S;Cg”;:te have been sheriff. I know myse etter’'n they &
times I m

on’t mean in size becayg. 1,

I'm not big C“mfgh for thf t anc(li ioctl too long ago could stills ehl-

o six foot in my socks an : : Olst

close to Sf olid wagon without grunting extra much. I'm ne; com.
one c-.nd OI?VSe been a fair average deputy and I've kept a Nice jail
Plazgénlél{;de tax money squeezed out for that and I've found the jol,
: I;ood spot to get to know people and what goes on. aroun,d town
and in the country hereabouts. Some of the best friends I've had
have served time in my jail. People are what count anywhere ayq
you might not believe it but in this WOI”.k yf)u get to know 3 few
worth knowing. Like Amos Birdsall and his wife Prue.

They came to the Crossing on a Monday. ‘They could have got
here on Sunday but Prue wouldn’t travel on the Lord’s day so they
camped out along the trace a ways and waited for the day to pass.
They came on in Monday morning, the whole family, Amos and
Prue on the front seat of their wagon and the two kids riding on the

; : crate of chickens and their skimpy be-
longings piled between with a tattered old canvas pulled over and
lashed down.

just handling the fussy
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ing, but a promot;j 319
:on farming, kP i On outf, haq bee end
ef’sccfuncy—talk fliers back t ?ugh More sett] reas 5 “’;g ut the
! a - me stayed an : Sand the
u$ een cOMIng: 0 1d y’ @ stuck ‘tang Some didp, hpeople
qd e he Birdsalls wouldn’t, Iy firge
i;;l‘ wis uld hardly blame me on that,
0
r()u C

€Y sure didp’

) . 0t

first saw them. "This was back in Sheriff G bee':l(t).w Much
1 1

hep I [ us Were sunning on the porgy, Of the by me ang

pe (WO O{ﬁcc and my jail when the wa

{ ro

ding 1,
ere
: 80N came along 45, Stop[:ZS
18
ad © in front of us. They were g3 qu

€er pair Sittin
. g on the waoon
mact " whboned knuckly Amos ip ¢ 3
’ 4, big 12
) «

aded olq Overalls apg
. Patcheq
cat ol shirt and a straw hat Pulled dowy, over Taggedy hair,
aid 1

; hin wispy Prue, all stiffness and angles, ip , bebuttoned
ant¢

she had that laced-in hardshell Jogk a woman
gterh. 5V1Vhalebone or wire-rigged corset and ghe had
wears al ad, round and lopsided with fake flowers
on her le‘i ) ,a nd two big hatpins stuck through it.
sewed on kids peeking around the wagonload fr
aw the two 't help wondering how a woman like that ever managed
andICOUI.dn She didn’t see us, not so you’d notice. She sat there,
to have kld?' . 1 ulled in to a thin straight line and her
im and stiff, with her lips p ino his head
prim 2t iohe ahead. . It was Amos spoke to us, bobbing his hea
e ﬁx.ed §;;a;§ke he felt he had to be kind of apologetic and sooth-
and grinni ing at him.
’ na Ino a A
ing or Som.e(zinel?s S”ta;(: Zai(f.p“'Ig’hat’s us, whole kit and caboodllle.lel\f;
The ;315 ,:?no; and my wife, Prudence by name, ;ndkaacobilt) ¢
- fal lf):o and ,girl.” Elc poshed, thelsitie, e:;: “This the
sProtu hs(;d ti;rou gh the raggedy hair aroun‘d Onebe y(')u could tell
Slclrea (;f lace, ain’t it? Was thinking, I was, maﬁave in hard cash
sheriff’s ’ ) . s )
me the 1§ay to the Jenkins claim. Bought. lt,h;vfd. “There’s a Cla.ln?
” he hat down again, llars. I ain’t
and hopes.” He pulled the : he wants ten do hed
locator back at the hotel, there 1s, bu; the wagon seat an d P: Shad
S0t ten dollars.” He shuffled SOmer(;) us. “You see, sheriff, :;d e
the hat up again and leaned tow?la s ago at eveqing CaII;P two guns
‘e extra, cash I mean, and two y'des along with thos
ark COIning down, it was, this gent r1
MOWing on his hips and—"
ne
Amog Stopped talking. Prue had tur

8¢€ts when she
a back-east hat
and a birdwing
I saw her and I
om the tail gate

ok-
d on the seat and was lo
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§20 .nk about two sizczs in two secong, . |
) % tic way. uForget 1t, shenff, he Said. “I grlnnE ;
lﬂg. 4 that apologz,dn,t have much left and I IOSt that WEL |
i

§
. g » 3 . JI«IE
blowing: Fact Is WO g a faro bank. Can’t figure What w dld’ b

at Twin
] can’t.
e stopp€

Forks buckin

ought—"’
My SY“CTI. n glns wife, Prudence by name, Was ¢
d again.

. . She looked ga¢ g
h a little rasping onRa id. “I let hj US. on the l{;hh
throat wit 1‘It was my fault,” she said. v ™M 80 ing, thag t()’(h
. olf. The children were tired I?;i Ssglfds“t leave g,
by h”;]si(,;g. was so dirty we had to oap, &
c\'cryt 1

2gn"  ill on the wagon seat looking straight aheyq , Ay |

She .sat st1 bobbing his head and grinning .1n that apologetic Ir?r,, ;
sat beside he(r;odbee uncrossed his lean old right leg frop, o r“a? :
and Shcrlf(lf1 rossed them again in reverse order apq lookeq e
.I‘(;[Itoiilge ?'nhecsaid, “your jail’s empty. Your desk’s clear., Your

I m;
dle’s plumping. Saddle a horse and show these folks the Way,” mjg,
c .

So there I was ambling along in the saddle beside the Wagon ang
there Prue was jolting silent on the seat an.d tbere :/Xmos was holg;,
the reins in his big knuckly har?ds and S(lllln.tlng sideways a¢ me anq |
asking questions about the territory and telling me something aboy; |
the two of them. They’d had several places, back in Towa the last |

some buildings on it already and pulled him down on his price and
Paid him, “Tqo bad, it was,” Amos said. “Him in poor health like
that and having to Ieave. Good luck too. For us, that is.” |

“Poor healthy” | said, “Jenkinsp The only poor health he ever
had came out of a bottle.”

Prue turned on

and they both Stared at me. ‘““Buildings,” Amos |
§S on it, there is. There’s got to be.”
¢ wheels, « ell e Watched the road ruts sliding past unde; f

> ¥€8,” I saig, “Yes, there’s buildings.” I nudg® f
“0d led the way off to the right down the wag® |
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e

- the section lines and acrogg

alons the
ract ¢ TisC pbeyond. I stopped angq Am € creek by

b . Os ]
e’ e and they could sce the buildip rought (e w

i( y 3S,
pes (WO and a half of them, the Sing g

,.Cal i . ‘ il lc-ro()m
of shack and the split log pole-and. tarpapcrcd and slat,.

fed i w
00! -to spreading out from i ¢
i C 7 V S .
e one side, hed ith the

)Cl g .
o ey sat still and stared at the buildings, -y,
. off the tail gate and stared too. “Anyway?’ tIW 0 kids climbeq
L said, “therer
S a

dO“ A goo(l OnC."

at Amosg

ens she said. “Why did God have to ‘
She climbed

- mak »”
.n over the wheel on her side and marchcdesttne?'h
raight

lOWCd her.

Amos bobbed his head at me but he didn’t ori “F )
he said. “‘Been angry, she has, ever since out of bglzsl;et igy » she {s,’,
and all because I wouldn’t put on my Sunday clothes IS ‘tN 1sIrC11103rnmg
coming into town. Knew I'd be unloading, I did, an,d st:rliinn t, foI:
right away. Wasnt going to be changing back and forthg”w;;
pushed the straw hat back on his head and looked around .“Ain’i
much. Ain’t much at all.” He climbed down his side of th;: wagon
anfl started f;oward the shack and Prue was in the doorway and her
voice was high and shrill. “There’s no floor,” she said. Her legs
seemed to crumple under her and she sat down on the big stone that
was the doorstep and bent her head and put her face in her hands.

Amos stopped still, rocking on his big clumsy feet. “That man
lied to me,” he said. He raised one big knuckly hand and clenched
it into a fist and smacked it into the palm of the other hand. “There
ain’t no floor,” he said. ‘“All right, there ain’t. But there’s a roof,
there is. We can rig a partition in that house. That shed’ll make a
fine chickencoop, it will. That lean-to’ll take care of the team.
We've got food in the wagon. Got our health too. We’ll”make out,
we will, till I get a crop in and some more building done.”

For a moment he seemed big and almost impressive ‘standlng tl}erg
and then Prue raised her head and Jooked at him. “You pr(;)nf;lse
me a board floor,” she said. “It isn’t decent w;it.hout-ahboaran ;tl)ll;
Only the good Lord knows what it is to have to live Wlt1 aiIrI; o ' he
doesn’t even care if things are decent.” And the little g
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522 oke up, with the boy trying to shyg

b4 (19 e
y pehind her SIt) copy of her mother’s. He doesn’; . rg, 2ng
s an ?’xafind Prue stood up, all stiff anq gl }Ie

: es,
ng there and past me sti]] Sittip, g
broom out of the wagon and maqluet

doorwa
her voice Wa
:ust doesn't €

marched past

re. )
Ziﬁ\mOS stand!
and pullcd a

I‘(h

orse, Qd

on the h house.

into that oon and be

back and.mt 1. came Over by the wag g{ln to unlash g
Amos sighed 2 wn and helped. Together we hoisteq every, lg

load. I slippcfl do
out and piled iton t

: rrying s . .
like PaCkrats caEtY o where Prue was bustllng and ra1smg d
things ckeq d;

do because the top layer of the pa
That wasr eas{i’ofoorr‘il::;:y and crumbly. She didn’t $ay anothe, Wolrt
that was ‘h"f't long before I had the feeling too I ought ¢ ste
but it wasntch h(b)w I behaved or someone’d start snapping
iuvlv:sn g'lzzlawhen there wasn’t much else I could do to hel

could head home to town and my jail.

. . hin
round. The kids came running apng —
he il all stuff and I helped Amos carry the }:er;d
y

S

P care,
at me,
P anq |

That was late spring. By early summer the talk drifting aroupg
was that the Birdsalls were queer folk, unfriendly and plain peculiar,
After a while I began to notice that when people talked like that
they were really talking about Prue. Amos was just ther
worker when he worked, which was irregular, and a talker
one would listen, but just a man roundabout bobbing his

being apologetic when people were near. Prue was the
one. She made the sharp impres

on Sheriff Godbee’s wife Martha,

€, a harq
when any.
head ang

dominant
sion. She made one plenty sharp

self into the extra-wide chair we kept
> she said and blew out her cheeks with

: 2 knew we’q i in a rush
v 3 get it all and in a v

rdsa]] WoOman,” ghe said. “And I was only tryirs
§ said around town and by wom¢l
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went out to €€ and get
Jike ordinary

illy voice sup-
d she
i d won't ask a person in.
cent not having a poard
to know she ’

't care what kind of floor 2 per-

sheriff. “What kind ©
here? Speak up now;, Fr
oked at her wit
irt. Sod walls.

,and tell Howie here.
h his old €yes pright.

Sheriff Godbee lo
«whole damn house Was d

said. He chuckled.

roof. Dripped water tWO days after 2 rain.” He jutt€

abit. “But why ain’t you peeved at him toO If he was ¢the man he
e’d whale her packside

her O
had you &

e said, making he
over any whaling ¥

ought to be he’d shut
the way I'd’ve yours
lng,”

one aro

odbe
ou’d do kept me

squeak. “It wasn’

from complaining: '
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» gheriff Godbee said and his old yq;
hat it was kept you from it.” Olce Wag
laining kind,” Martha Gogp

Ce

i1l it was about lost in the § Saig
k and her voice was soft and gentle too. “Anq boldS
eCauS

e had a little over from things we needed
ou'd get me a petter house.” More, oet
Martha,” Sheriff Godbee said again, “maybe (p,

at,s s

Prudence w ’
faybe that oman doesn’t know whag st
You

824
. oW, Martha,
Well. n “you teu me wW

(¢ and gentic
50 not the COmp

wpecause 110 , :
ulled in her chin t

the difference. )\’
knew."

I expect that was it. Prue couldn’t know whether
would get her a floor or any of the other things she Amg
because there wasn’t much he’d ever done to show hnaggEd
ting kind. He had good intentions maybe but he e
{ollom.r th}*ough on them. He’d start something an(;o‘illldn’t S€em ¢
:)(:1 fﬁ:?du ht.he casy way. He worked hard, irregular fls eIn he’d wap,
but har Rv:rldenFI;: ?d: and he put in a crop and didn’t said befoye
bought ran gut Sl“lfee :eStOYe for seed and for food whe S0 too bi
o . e season was good that n what they’
p and he sold his stuff, mostl year and he hag &
Rudy to the Army post back y corn and other tru * lair
ack near Twin Forks and <k,
he pai

bill and laid in i
supplies righ
" ’ ght caref :
e had thirty-three dollars left Pruzlx: CCOI}‘?lng to Prue’s
. as t

he get.

thI‘OUgh
d off his

: list
ere with him whenalllli

She was with him when







