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The world becomes stranger, the pattern more complicated 

Of dead and living. Not the intense moment 

Isolated, with no before and after, 

But a lifetime burning in every moment 

And not the lifetime of one man only 

But of old stones that cannot be deciphered. 

T. S. ELIOT, "East Coker" 

Foundation 

to plant flowers and grass on the still-raw grave of Norma's mother, 
Gertrude Clark. The previous spring's planting was sparse; graves do 

not quickly heal. The afternoon sun was warm, and a breeze sang in the 

pines. Neither meadowlarks nor brown thrashers had returned from 

their winter sojourn, but a pair of yellow warblers provided a sweet 
seven-note melody. Down the hill, where Spirit Mound Creek flows 

through Ralph Norton's slough, red-winged black birds screamed ter

ritorial claims. We planted daisies and bluegrass, then stood arm in 

arm by the headstone, communing with each other and, we hoped, 

~ith Gertrude's spirit. Her stone reads, "She taught us love." 
We had chosen this burial place under the boughs of a pine on the 

east edge of this community of the dead for particular reasons. We 

were newcomers, less than three decades in a land where the oldest 

marked grave holds the remains 'of Isabela Olson, born seven years 

after Lewis and Clark explored the Missouri. We have lived a quarter 

of a century on the bluff, but in some ways we will forever live, and 

someday die, on the community's fringe. We were not born here; we 

did not go to school in Wakonda, Meckling, or Westreville; we do not 
regularly attend church; we do not farm or run a business. We know 

lots of friendly neighbors, but our lives have taken us to work in town 

and home again, so we will always be a little off to the edge, as Gertrude 

24 was. Still we do have relatives here, the yellow warblers and the black 



birds and a handful of neighbors who have grown close, but we know ::;:; 

no Wilsons or Clarks, so there was no obvious place for Gertrude to ~ 
c;:: 

rest. Yet, Ralph Norton lies not far to the south, and forty feet west are '" 

Roy and Milly Johnson, who were almost like family for newcomers 

with no blood relatives near. At Gertrude's feet stands a row of mature 

pines and wild plums, then Ralph's swamp, and beyond that, Spirit 

Mound. 

As we turned to go, I noticed that the south end of Roy's grave 

marker had slumped into the sod. I had the necessary tools with me 

and no better time to set it right. As we approached Roy's grave, a 

thirteen-lined ground squirrel, recently awakened from winter hiber

nation, poked his head from a hole and gazed around, surveying the 

new world of spring. When he saw us, he leapt out, streaked to an

other subterranean door, and vanished - beneath a hackberry sapling 

that had taken root by Roy's grave. Roy would like that, I thought, 

a native tree rooting amidst his bones and a fellow creature finding 

refuge there. 

The invading sapling had four thin trunks; with my Buck knife, I 

sliced off three, leaving the strongest to grow. I knew the tree was 

unlikely to survive the mower, but I hoped it might. I dug around the 

sunken end of Roy's stone, inserted a pry bar over a pine branch ful

crum, and raised the stone. I carried a bucket of damp earth from a bor

row pile by the fence and stuffed in soil until, when I sighted across the 

horizon, the stone stood level. Come to think of it, I am not sure Roy 

would lose sleep over a listing gravestone. He was a laid-back fellow 

and one of the best storytellers I ever met. He was a straight shooter, a 

level-headed guy who thought more of a laugh and a good piece of pie 

than of a level gravestone or a new pickup truck. It might not matter 

to him, but it did me good to see his marker straight. 

Roy had a yarn about most of his neighbors. I do not know that 

every story was the gospel truth, and maybe details had morphed in 

his mind, as they likely have in mine in the decades since I heard them. 

As I packed dirt into the hole, I recalled the night we met, the night he 

told me about a neighbor whose name has faded from memory. It may 

have been Victor Young. 

In March of 1982, I was gathering rocks by the pickup load to 

veneer our house with native stone. And why not? Glacial till is plenti-

~~ 

ful along the bluff and on the highland prairie. Stones of every hue

multi-colored granite, pinkish Sioux quartzite, black basalt, brown 25 



'"@ sandstone, white chalkrock, limestone, and much else-lay on, and 
u '" in, the ground, rolled south by the glaciers that crept down the north--.., 
~ ern plains. For generations, farmers and their children had made the 
c 
u ... spring pilgrimage. to the fields, first with horse-drawn stone boats, . 

J:l later with tractors and trailers, picking up another winter's crop of 
bll 

. .§ rocks heaved to the surface by frost. They piled the rocks in the corners 

~ or along the borders of many a field, and most neighbors were gener-

ous about giving them away. Scrounging from half a dozen piles within 

a couple of miles, I saw we were not the first to glean from these cairns. 

Bruce and Betsy Noll were building a monumental stone house two 

miles west, and Bruce had rifled through many a pile, taking mostly 

large, ·flat stones. But there were plenty left for me, of a size I could lift. 

I needed a half dozen more loads before we began to build. 

On that March night, I was loading stones in a corner of Arnold 

and Sylvia Johnson's field. Arnold had inherited the pile from three 

previous generations of farmers and had added to it since 1944. I told 

him how beautiful I found the stones. He agreed, but with a chuckle. 

"You're welcome to them," he said. "It takes a lot of the beauty away 

when you dig them out of the field and pick them up." 

It does not take many man-weight chunks of granite or quartzite to 

make a load. When the bed of myoid Chevy pickup was a layer thick, 

the springs had bottomed out on the axle. By my rule of thumb, that 

was half a load. General Motors said the 1958 was designed for half a 

ton, but I was hauling downhill from Arnold and Sylvia's place. IfI took 

it easy on the bumps, it would groan the mile and a half with four times 

the recommended weight. Another rock or two and I would have my 

customary overload. The sun was down, butifI hurried, there might be 

time for another trip. I stopped to mop the sweat from my eyes before 

tackling a big squarish hunk of quartzite. I heard a rattle and an engine 

drone and turned to see a battered yellow pickup turning up the lane. 

The Ford crawled toward me, shuddered to a stop, and died. 

"I saw you had your load, so I thought it would be safe to stop," the 

driver called through the open window. The door opened and a smiling 

man in a cowboy hat and boots climbed out. 

"Roy Johnson's my name," he said. "I live across from your place, 

and I've been watching your progress. I hate to stop a man who's work

ing. It's too much fun to watch." 

Roy asked about our plans. I described the house as I saw it in my 

26 mind, two stories nestled into the hill. "That sounds a little like Victor 
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I Young's house," he said. "Except I hope you remember to put in a sec
ond floor." Roy laughed and turned back toward his truck. 
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"A two-story house without a second floor?" I asked. ~ 

Roy stopped too quickly for a man who was really leaving. "Nope, ~ 

no second floor," he said. "A big old house with a roof like a barn, a 2-
Gambrel roof, I think he called it. He saw it in a magazine and liked g. 
the way it looked. By the way, that's where you should go for rocks, if 

they're still there." He pointed south toward our place. "Right over 
the crest of the hill, back in those old apple trees to your north. Last 

time I picked apples, there was nothing left but the cellar hole and the 
foundation stones. All picked for size, and clean of mortar, too. I guess 
the fire did that." 

"The fire?" I asked. As I uttered the words, I realized there would 
not be another load tonight, but that was all right, I was already beat. 

"The place burned to the ground. New Years Eve, 1949, I think it 

was. I still don't know where Victor and the boys went. Just vanished. 
California, some said. He didn't even wait for the ashes to cool. Maybe 

he took off to someplace he'd seen in one of his magazines. Left just 

like he came. A mysterious sort of fellow, Victor was." 

I wiped sweat again and took a seat on the quartzite slab. 

"Victor showed up the spring of 1946," Roy said. "Just out of the 
army, as I recall. He came in a Model A Ford from somewhere east, 

Ohio I think it was, or maybe Indiana. I was drinking a soda at the 

Westreville store when he came in. He walked with a limp and wore 
thick, wire-rimmed glasses." 

Roy absent-mindedly tried out a couple of rocks until he found one 
that suited him and settled in. 

"He had a government pension, as I remember. Wounded in the war. 

He was looking for a piece of land. Said he wanted to settle down and 
farm. Everything he had was crammed into that car, along with two 

little boys, so he didn't have much. What one neighbor noticed in the 

back seat was two or three boxes of books and magazines. 

"It happened that the Bradley place was up for sale. The old lady 

had died, and she only had the one son, and he wasn't much account. 

He'd gone off someplace, nobody knew quite where. It wasn't much of 

;::! 

a farm, rolling hills like your land, already half farmed out. But Victor 

took one look, and he liked the place. Made a down payment with his 

disability pay. Every farm sale I went to, Victor was there. By planting 

time he had an old Allis-Chalmers, a planter, and a plow. He got his 27 
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oats in, not too far behind the neighbors, and even before corn time 

he started the house, or the barn, or whatever itwas. Nobody knew for 
~ 
§2.. sure. 
8 "Victor was a worker all right. He built all day, always alone. If 
'"' <B somebody stopped by, he didn't need help. You never saw him at the 
gp 
'-' store unless he needed milk or bread. In summer, my friend Arnold and 

~ I went to the store almost every night for ice cream, and some nights 

there must have been twenty-five men and boys hanging around, swap
ping stories, some of the men sipping bottles of bitters, about half 

alcohol. But Victor never stopped unless he had to, never just to chew 
the fat. He took off time to plant his corn, but by then the ground was 

dry, so he didn't get much. Crookedest rows you ever saw. The weeds 

came, of course, but he was too busy hammering to notice. 
"Finally Dad couldn't stand it anymore. He had to know what Victor 

was up to. One Sunday afternoon we all drove over. There he was, up 

on a make-shift scaffold, sticking his stove pipe through the roo£ Big 
as the house was, it was nothing but empty space from the dirt floor 

to the top of the roof, twenty feet or more. No floors. No walls. Where 

the second floor should have been, he had big beams across to hold 

the walls together, but that was all. Well, we visited awhile, but when 
we left we didn't know much more than when we came. You can't just 

up and ask a man, 'say, what is this you're building anyway, a house, 

ora barn?'" 
Roy finished rolling a Prince Albert cigarette and reached in his 

jeans for a match. He drew a couple of puffs and squinted through the 

smoke toward Victor's apple trees. 

"In late June the hammering stopped," he said. "It was almost too 
late to salvage the corn, buthe found an old cultivator somewhere and 

went to work. The place was so overgrown by then that nobody could 

have found a row to follow, so of course Victor dug out as much corn 

as weeds. The neighbors were beginning to chuckle, but nobody knew 

yet why Victor's rows were so crooked. By harvest time he had a corn

picker, but no granary~ So we weren't surprised when Jack Orten saw 

him dumping a load of corn right through the back door of the house. 
Or the barn. 

"Winter came, and of course every man and boy . in the country 
gathered around the stove at the store when chores were done, every

body except Victor Young. One day Victor came in for bread. Abe John-

28 son invited him to pull up a chair and warm himself. Abe dragged 
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over a nail keg, and Victor sat down, nervous like, still shivering from 

the cold. Suddenly it was real quiet, like we'd all forgot what we were 
~ 

talking about. Then Abe blurted out that it must be real handy down at ~ 

Victor's place, having plenty of corn to eat right in the house. Everybody 

laughed -even Victor. That was only temporary, he said. He planned to 
build a barn next summer, or a house. He hadn't decided which. 

"The next time we saw Victor, there was a woman with him. She 
wasn't local, so everybody supposed she'd come from back east, like 

him. That was late winter, and the snow was melting. I remember, be
cause Victor got stuck and Dad and I stopped to pull them out. Victor 

acted embarrassed, as usual, but he introduced the woman. She was 
a frail little thing named Dora, pale and thin. She looked like she was 

going to have a baby. 

"Well, Victor didn't get his house-or barn-finished that spring 
either. He did get his crops in, a little late, and the rows crooked as 

before. He even managed to get those apple trees in the ground." Roy 

dragged on the last of his cigarette, lighting his face in the falling dark, 
and snuffed it out on the rock. 

"That summer the baby was born. The ladies at the Pleasant Valley 

Church thought the whole thing was a little irregular, but they figured 

that's about what you'd expect from easterners. Mama felt sorry for 

Victor's wife and put together a box of old baby clothes and some wild 
plum jelly. When she stopped, she found the house just as we'd seen 

it a year before, dirt floor and all. 'Nota fit place for a woman and a 

baby,' she said. Everybody hoped Victor would finish the house before 
another winter came. 

"In July I was baling hay on the Simpson place across the road, and 
Victor was cultivating corn, late as usual. I happened to be coming 

down the home stretch when the mail carrier stopped. Victor jumped 

off the Allis and came running across the field, running across culti

vated ground. I figured he must be expecting something important, 

like maybe a check. I was right across from his mailbox when he got 
there, so of course I stopped the tractor and went over to say hello. 

Victor opened his box and dug out a pile of magazines: Life, Capper's 

Weekly, and something else, maybe Progressive Farmer. To tell the truth, 

he looked more like a librarian than a farmer. 

"We talked a minute, and I headed back to my bailer. I assumed he'd 
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take the mail to the house, but he didn't. He went straight back to his 

cultivator and took off down the row. On the next round, I met him 29 



again, but he didn't look up or wave. His head was buried in a magazine 

'" spread across the steering wheel. At least one mystery was cleared up. 
~ 
~ We knew why Victor's rows were crooked. 
o 
u 
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"Harvest time came, then winter. Victor and his family kept to them-

selves. Everybody wondered what they ate, besides corn. It was sum

mer before we saw them next, and Dora was pregnant again. Summer 

passed into fall, and Mama felt bad about not visiting, so I took her by. 

It was a cold day in November, the kind of day that makes everybody 

figure winter will be long and hard. There was already a foot of snow on. 

the ground. We tramped through to the door and knocked. The wind 

was howling so strong I guess they didn't hear us. Finally Victor opened 

the door and let us in. 

"There they were, the whole family wrapped in coats and blankets, 

huddled as close as they could get to the stove. the house was still an 

empty shell, uninsulated, not even any wallboard. The dirt floor had a 

little rug in front of the stove and four dining chairs. By the back door 

was a big pile of corn. Mama gave Mrs. Young the cherry pie she'd 

brought, and we sat down close to the fire. Wind whistled through the 

rafters, and little piles of snow settled below the cracks on the north 

wall. The stove was so full of corn, the pipe was almost red. 

"We didn't stay long. We had to get back out in the sun and warm 

up. If there was ;my place warm in that house, it was up in the rafters. 

Victor's poor wife wasn't well, either. She was coughing and sneezing 

and shivering with cold. She looked paler and thinner than ever. When 

we were back in the car, Mama grumbled about Victor and his house 

and hoped Dora would make it through the winter. 

"She didn't make it. We buried her at the cemetery on Ground

hog Day. Everybody in the county came. Most people still hadn't met 

the Youngs after three years, and naturally they were curious. And of 

course everybody felt sorry for them, too, especially for the kids. Sev

eral offered to help, but Victor politely refused. He said he'd make 

out. 

"In the spring of '49, Victor made a pen in the yard and hired the 

Lindsay girl to watch the kids while he worked in the field. He planted 

on time that year, and we thought maybe he was getting the hang of 

farming. Everybody hoped he'd finish the house that summer, and 

maybe find another woman. We all wanted to help, but nobody knew 

how to do it without butting in. The magazines kept coming, the mail 

30 carrier said, sometimes two or three a week, and Victor's rows didn't 
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get any straighter. But somehow he managed. Crops were good that 

year, and even Victor did okay. We figured if money was the problem, :;:: 
maybe now he could finish the house. But fall passed into winter again, ~ 

and nothing changed. ~ 

"The fire was New Year's Eve. It was cold as the devil, and snow had 

been blowing all evening. Probably the chimney overheated. Burt Fos

ter saw the roof on fire as he drove home from a party about one in the 

morning. He was a little drunk, but he managed to get the door open 

and wake them up and get them out. It was too late to save the house. 

Victor held the baby on his lap in Burt's car while they watched it burn 

to the ground." 

As Roy grew quiet, I got up off my rock and strained my eyes to the 

south. It was dark now, but in the twinkling starlight, I could trace 

the outline of three sprawling apple trees where Victor's house had 

stood. "So you think I could get some good foundation stones there?" 

I asked. 

"I don't know why not," Royanswered. "They held up Victor's house 

as long as it stood." He laughed and glanced up at the stars, as if seeing 

them for the first time. "Here I've got carried away with that story and 

kept you from your work." He turned to go, really leaving this time. 

"So what happened to Victor Young?" I called after him as he opened 

the pickup door. "You say he left the country?" 

"Victor packed the few things that hadn't burned into the Model A, 

and he and the kids were gone the next day," Roy said. "Somebody heard 

he went back east, where maybe he had folks. Carl Jensen thought he 

saw them crossing the Meridian Bridge at Yankton, heading south. 

Me, I think he went west. I don't know. But Burt and I were poking 

through the ashes the next day and found a Life magazine on the floor 

that somehow survived the blaze. It was opened to a spread of people 

on a California beach. Sun and palm trees and hot sand, everybody in 

short pants and bathing suits. Scrawled across the page in pencil was 

something like, 'To hell with this cold. Time to move on.'" 

Roy fired up the Ford. "Let me know if I can help sometime," he 

called. "And don't worry about using Victor's stones. They were here 

when he got here, and they'll still be here when you're gone." Roy's 

laugh floated across the prairie as his headlights searched out the 

path. 
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