Ne ghbour
Clifford D Smak

Coon Vdley isapleasant place, but there's no denying it's sort of off the beaten track and it'snot a
place where you can count on getting rich because the farms are small and alot of the ground is rough.

Y ou can farm the bottom lands, but the hill- sides are only good for pasture and the roads are just dirt
roads, impassable at certain times of year.

The old-timers, like Bert Smith and Jingo Harrisand myself, arewell satisfied to stay here, for we
grew up with the country and we haven't any illusions about getting rich and wed fed strange and
out-of-place anywhere but in the valley. But there are others, newcomers, who movein and get
discouraged after awhile and up and move away, S0 there usudly isafarm or two, standing idle, waiting
to be sold.

Wearejus plain dirt farmers, with emphasis on the dirt, for we can't afford alot of fancy machinery
and we don't goin for blooded stock--but there's nothing wrong with us; we're just everyday, the kind of
people you meet dl over these United

States. Because we're out of the way and some of the families have lived here for so long, | suppose
you could say that we have gotten clannish. But that doesn't mean we don't like outsde folks; it just
means we've lived so long together that we've got to know and like one another and are satisfied with
thingsjust asthey are.

We haveradios, of course, and we listen to the programmes and the news, and some of ustake daily
papers, but I'm afraid that we may be abit provincid, for it'sfairly hard to get us stirred up much about
world happenings. There's so much o interest right here in the valley we haven't got the time to worr.
about al those outsde things. | imagine you'd call us conser~ ative, for most of us vote Republican
without even wonderin why and there's none of uswho has much timefor al thi government interference
inthefarming busness

The valley has dways been a pleasant place--not only th land, but the peoplein it, and weve aways
been fortunate i the new neighbours that we' get. Despite new onescoming i every year or o, weve
never had areally bad one and th~ meansalot to us.

But we dwaysworry alittle when one of the new ones up an, moves away and we speculate among
oursalves, wonderin what kind of people will buy or rent the vacant farm.

The old Lewisfarm had been abandoned for along time, th buildings al run down and goneto ruin
and the fields gor back to grass. A dentist over at Hopkins Corners had rented for severa yearsand run
some cattleinit, driving out on wed ends to see how they were doing. We used to wonder every no' and
then if anyone would ever farm the place again, but find] we quit wondering, for the buildings had falen
into such di: repair that we figured no one ever would. | went in one day an talked to the banker at
Hopkins Corners, who had the rentin of the place, and told him I'd like to take it over if the denti~ ever
gaveit up. But hetold me the owners, who lived i

Chicago then, were anxiousto sl rather than to rent i although he didn't seem too optimistic that
anyonewould buy i

Then one spring anew family moved onto the farm and ;' timewe learned it had been sold and that the
new family's nan was Heeth--Reginad Heath. And Bert Smith saidtom

"Regindd! That'sahdl of anamefor afarmer !" But that w; dl he said.

Jngo Harris stopped by one day, coming home from tow: when he saw Heath out in the yard, to pass
the time of day. was aneighbourly thing to do, of course, and Heath seem glad to have him stop,
athough Jingo said he seemed to be a

funny kind of man to be afarmer.

"He'saforeigner,” Jingo told me. "Sort of dark. Like he might be a Spaniard or from one of those
other countries. | don't know how he got that Reginald. Reginad is English and Heath's no Englishman.”

Later on we heard that the Heaths weren't redly Spanish, but were Rumanians or Bulgarians and that
they were refugeesfrom the Iron Curtain.



But Spanish, or Rumanian, or Bulgarian, the Heaths were workers. There was Heath and hiswife and
ahdf-grown girl and dl three of them worked dl the blessed time. They paid attention to their business
and didn't bother anyone and because of thiswe liked them, athough we didn't have much to do with
them. Not that we didn't want to or that they didn't want usto; it'sjust that in acommunity like ours new
folks sort of haveto grow ininstead of being takenin.

Heath had an old beaten-up, wired-together tractor that made alot of noise, and as soon as the soil
was dry enough to plough he started out to turn over the fields that through the years had grown up to
grass. | used to wonder if he worked al night long, for many timeswhen | went to bed | heard the tractor
running. Although that may not be aslate asit soundsto city dwellers, for herein thevaley we goto bed
early--and get up early, too.

One night after dark | set out to hunt some cows, acouple of fence-jumping heifersthat gave melots
of trouble. Just let aman comein late from work and tired and maybeit'sraining alittle and dark asthe
ingde of acat and those two heiferswould turn up missing and I'd have to go and hunt them. | tried dll
the different kinds of pokes and none of them did any good. When aheifer getsto fence-jumping there
isn't much that can be done with her.

So | lit alantern and set out to hunt for them, but | hunted for two hours and didn't find atrace of
them. | had just about decided to give up and go back home when | heard the soun~ atractor running
and redlized that | wasjust above the field of the old Lewis place. To get homeI'd haveto go ri past the
fidld and | figured it might be aswell to wait whe reached the field until the tractor came around and ask
Heif he had seen the heifers.

It wasadark night, with thin clouds hiding the stars an~ wind blowing high in the treetops and there
wasasmel of nintheair. Heath, | figured, probably was staying out extra 1~ to finish up the field ahead
of the coming rain, althougt remember that | thought he was pushing thingsjust alit hard. Already hewas
far ahead of dl the othersin the vall with his ploughing.

So | made my way down the steep hillside and waded 1 creek at ashalow place | knew and whilel
was doing thi heard the tractor make a complete round of thefield. | look for the headlight, but | didn't
seeit and | thought probably 1 trees had hidden it from me.

| reached the edge of thefield and climbed through the fen walking out across the furrows to intercept
thetractor. | he~ it make the turn to the east of me and start down the fi~ toward me and athough |
could hear the noise of it, the wasn't any light.

| found the last furrow and stood there waiting, sort wondering, not too darmed as yet, how Heath
managed drive the rig without any light. | thought that maybe he had ¢ eyes and could seein the dark and
athough it seemed fun] later when | remembered it, the idea that aman might have > eyesdid not seem
funny then.

The noise kept getting louder and it seemed to be comi: pretty close, when dl at once the tractor
rushed out of the daand seemed to leap at me. | guess| must have been afraid th it would run over me,
for | jumped back ayard or two, with r heart up in my neck. But | needn't have bothered, for | was o of
the way to start with.

The tractor went on past me and | waved the lantern and yelled for Heath to stop and as | waved the
lantern the light was thrown onto the rear of the tractor and | saw that there was no one onit.

A hundred things went through my mind, but the one idea that stuck was that Heath had fallen off the
tractor and might belying injured, somewherein thefield.

| ran after the tractor, thinking to shut it down before it got loose and ran into atree or something, but
by thetimel reached it, it had reached aturn and it was making that turn as neetly asif it had been broad
daylight and someone had been drivingit.

| jJumped up on the drawbar and grabbed the seat, hauling myself, up. | reached out a hand, grabbing
for thethrottle, but with my hand upon the metal | didn't pull it back. The tractor had completed the turn
now and was going down the furrowm and there was something else.

Take an old tractor, now--one that wheezed and coughed and hammered and kept threatening to fall
apart, like this one did--and you are bound to get alot of engine vibration. But in thistractor there was
no vibration. It ran ong as smooth as a high-priced car and the only jolts you got were when the whedl's



hit abump or dight gully inthefield.

| stood there, hanging on to the lantern with one hand and clutching the throttle with the other, and |
didn't do athing. | just rode down to the point where the tractor started to make another turn. Then |
stepped off and went on home. | didn't hunt for Heath lying in thefidld, for | knew he wasn't there.

| suppose | wondered how it was possible, but | didn't really fret mysalf too much trying to figureit al
out. | imagine, in thefirst place, | wasjust too numb. Y ou may worry alot about little things that don't
seem quite right, but when you run into abig thing, like that self-operating tractor, you sort of give up
automatically, knowing that it'stoo big for your brain to handle, that it's something you haven't got a
chance of solving or livewith. So your mind regjectsit.

| got home and stood out in the barnyard for amoment, listening. The wind was blowing fairly hard by
then and thefirst drops of rain werefdling, but every now and then, when the wind would quiet down, |
could hear the tractor.

| went ingde the house and Helen and the kids were al in bed and sound asleep, so | didn't say
anything about it that night. And the next morning, when | had a chanceto think about it, | didn't say
anything at al. Mostly, | suppose, because | knew no one would believe me and that 1'd have to take a
lot of kidding about autometic tractors.

Heath got his ploughing done and his cropsin, well ahead of everyonein thevaley. The crops came
up in good shape and we had good growing wesather; then dong in June we got aspell of wet, and
everyone got behind with corn ploughing because you can't go out in the field when the ground is soggy.
All of usohored around our places, fixing fences and doing other odd jobs, cussing out therain and
watching the weeds grow like mad in the unploughed field.

All of us, that is, except Heath. His corn was clean as awhistle and you had to hunt to find aweed.
Jingo stopped by one day and asked him how he managed, but Heath just laughed alittle, in that quiet
way of his, and talked of something else.

Thefirst gpplesfinaly were big enough for green-gpple pies and thereisno onein the country makes
better green-apple piesthan Helen. She wins prizes with her pies every year at the county fair and sheis
proud of them.

One day she wrapped up a couple of pies and took them over to the Heaths. It's aneighbourly way
we have of doing in the valey, with the women running back and forth from one neighbour to another
with their cooking. Each of them has some dish she likes to show off to the neighbours and it's a sort of
harmlessway of bragging.

Helen and the Heaths got along just swell. She waslate in getting home and | was starting supper, with
the kids yelling they were hungry when-do-we-egt-around-here, when she finally showed up.

Shewasfull of talk about the Heaths-how they had fixed up the house, you never would have thought
anyone could do so much to such aterribly run-down place as they had, and about the garden they
had--especialy about the garden. It was abig one, she said, and beautifully taken care of and it was full
of vegetables she had never seen before. The funniest things you ever saw, she said. Not the ordinary
kind of vegetables.

We tadked some about those vegetabl es, speculating that maybe the Heaths had brought the seeds out
with them from behind the Iron Curtain, although so far as| could remember, vegetables were
vegetables, no matter where you were. They grew the samethingsin Russiaor Rumaniaor Timbuktu as
wedid. And, anyhow, by thistime | was getting alittle sceptical about that story of their escaping from
Rumenia

But we didn't have the time for much serious specul ation on the Heaths, athough there was plenty of
casud gossip going around the neighbourhood. Haying came dong and then the smdl-grain harvest and
everyone was busy. The hay was good and the small-grain crop wasfair, but it didn't look like we'd get
much corn. For we hit adrought. That's the way it goesm too much rain in June, not enough in August.

We watched the corn and watched the sky and felt hopeful when acloud showed up, but the clouds
never meant athing. It just seemsat timesthat God isn't on your Side.

Then one morning Jingo Harris showed up and stood around, first on one foot, then the other, talking
to mewhile | worked on an old corn binder that was about worn out and which it didn't look nohow I'd



need to use that year.

"Jngo," | said, after I'd watched him fidget for an hour or more,"~-a gt>~ some~X/mg an your ~ffm-~'

He blurted it out then. "Hesath got rain last night,” he said.

"Noonedsedid,” | told him.

"l guessyoureright,” said Jngo. "Heath'sthe only one."

He told me how he'd gone to cut through Hesth's north cornfield, carrying back a couple of balls of
binder twine hed borrowed from Bert Smith. It wasn't until he'd crawled through the fence that he
noticed the field was wet, soaked by aheavy rain.

"It must have happened in the night,” he said.

He thought it was funny, but figured maybe there had been a shower acrossthe lower end of the
valey, dthough asarulerainstravel up and down thevaley, not acrossit. But when he had crossed the
corner of the field and crawled through the fence, he noticed it hadn't rained at al. So he went back and
waked around the field and the rain had falen on the field, but nowhere else. It began at the fence and
ended at the fence.

When held made acircuit of the field he sat down on one of the bdls of twine and tried to get it al
thought out, but it made no sense--furthermore, it was plain unbelievable.

Jngo isathorough man. Helikesto have al the evidence and know all thereisto know before he
makes up his mind. So he went over to Heath's second corn patch, on the west side of the valey. And
once again hefound that it had rained on that field--on the field, but not around the field.

"What do you make of it 7" Jingo asked meand | said | didn't know. | came mighty closeto telling him
about the unmanned tractor, but | thought better of it. After al, there was no point in getting the
neighbourhood stirred up.

After Jingo left | got in the car and drove over to the Heath farm, intending to ask him if he could loan
me his posthole digger for aday or two. Not that | was going to dig any post- holes, but you haveto
have some excuse for showing up at a neighbour's place.

| never got a chanceto ask him for that posthole digger, though. Once | got there | never even thought
of it.

Heath was sitting on the front steps of the porch and he seemed glad to see me. He came down to the
car and shook my hand and said, "'It'sgood to see you, Cavin." Theway he said it made mefed friendly
and sort of important, too--especially that Cavin business, for everyone e sejust calsme Cd. I'm not
downright sure, in fact, that anyone in the neighbourhood remembers that my nameis Cavin.

"I'd like to show you around the place," he said. "We've done some fixing up.”

Fixing up wasn't exactly the word for it. The place was spick- and-span. It looked like some of those
Pennsylvaniaand

Connecticut farms you see in the magazines. The house and al the other buildings had been
ramshackle with al the paint peded off them and looking asif they might fall down a any minute. But
now they had a sprightly, solid look and they gleamed with paint. They didn't ook new, of course, but
they looked asif they'd always been well taken care of and painted every year. The fenceswere al fixed
up and painted, too, and | the weeds were cut and a couple of old unsightly scrap-lumber piles had been
cleaned up and burned. Heath had even tackled an old iron and machinery junk pile and had it sorted
out.

"Therewasalot to do," said Heeth, "but | fed it'sworthiit. | have an orderly soul. | like to have things

Which might betrue, of course, but hed doneit dl inlessthan six months time. HEd cometo the farm
in early March and it was only August and held not only put in some hundred acres of cropsand done dl
the other farm work, but he'd got the place fixed up. And that wasn't possible, | told mysalf. One man
couldn't do it, not even with hiswife and daughter helping--not even if he worked twenty-four hoursa
day and didn't stop to eat. Or unless he could take time and stretch it out to make one hour equal three
or four.

| trailed along behind Heath and thought about that time- stretching business and was pleased at mysdlf
for thinking of it, for it isn't often that | get foolish thoughtsthat are likewise pleasing. Why, | thought, with



aded likethat you could stretch out any day so you could get al the work done you wanted to.

And if you could stretch out time, maybe you could compressit, too, so that atrip to adentist, for
example, would only seem to take aminute.

Heath took me out to the garden and Helen had beenright.

There were the familiar vegetables, of course---cabbages and tomatoes and squashes and al the other
kindsthat are found in every garden--but in addition to this there were as many others| had never seen
before. He told me the names of them and they seemed to be queer names then, athough now it seemsa
little strange to think they once had sounded queer, for now everyonein the valley growsthese
vegetables and it seemslike we have aways had them.

Aswetaked he pulled up and picked some of the strange vegetables and put them in a basket he had
brought aong.

"You'll want to try them dl," he said. " Some of them you may not like at first, but there are others that
you will. Thisone you est raw, diced like atomato, and this one is best boiled, athough you can bakeiit,
too...."

| wanted to ask him how he'd come on the vegetables and where they had come from, but he didn't
give me achance; he kept on telling me about them and how to cook them and that this one was awinter
keeper and that one you could can and he gave me oneto eat raw and it was rather good.

Wed got to the far end of the garden and were starting to come back when Heath's wife ran around
the corner of the house.

Apparently she didn't see me at first or had forgotten | was there, for she caled to him and the name
she cdled him wasn't Reginadd or Reggie, but aforeign-sounding name. | won't even try to gpproximate
it, for even at thetime | wasn't ableto recall it asecond after hearing it. It waslike no word I'd ever
heard before.

Then she saw me and stopped running and caught her bresth,

and amoment later said sheld been listening in on the party line and that Bert Smith'slittle daughter,
Ann, wasterribly sick.

"They cdled the doctor,” she said, "but heisout on callsand hewon't get therein time.”

"Regindd," shesaid, "the symptoms sound like ... "

And she said another name that was like none I'd ever heard or expect to hear again.

Watching Heath'sface, | could swear | saw it pale despite his olive tinge of skin.

"qui~k!" tt~ %Ix~t%~ ~I~ ~,bb~6 m~ by the arm. we ran around in front to his old clunk of acar. He
threw the basket of vegetablesin the back seat and jumped behind the whed. | scrambled in after him
and tried to close the door, but it wouldn't close. The look kept dipping loose and | had to hang on to the
door so it wouldn't bang.

Welit out of there like aturpentined dog and the noise that old ear made was enough to deafen one.
Despite my holding on to it, the door kept banging and al the fendersrattled and there was every other
kind of noise you'd expect ajunk-heap car to make, with an extratwo or three thrown in.

| wanted to ask him what he planned to do, but | was having trouble framing the question in my mind
and evenif | had known how to phraseit | doubt he could have heard me with all the racket that the car
was making.

So | hung on asbest | could and tried to keep the door from banging and al a once it seemed to me
the car was making more noise than it had any cdl to. Just like the old haywire tractor made more noise
than any tractor should. Too much noise, by far, for the way that it was running. ;lust like on the tractor,
there was no engine vibration and despite dl the banging and the clanking we were making time. Asl've
said, our valey roads are none too good, but even so | swear there were places we hit seventy and we
went around sharp comers where, by rights, we should have gone into the ditch at the speed that we
were going, but the car just seemed to settle down and hug the road and we never even skidded.

We pulled up in front of Bert's place and Hegth jumped and ran up the walk, with me following him.

Amy Smith came to the door and | could see that she'd bt crying, and shelooked alittle surprised to
seethetwo of us

We stood there for amoment without saying anything, until Heath spoke to her and hereisafunny



thing: Heath wearing apair of ragged overalls and asweet-stained shirt he didn't have ahat and his hair
was al rumpled up, but th was asingle instant when it seemed to me that hewasw, dressed inan
expensive business suit and that he took off hat and bowed to Amy.

"l understand”, he said, "that thelittle girl issick. Mayl~ can help.”

I don't know if Amy had seen the samething that | h seemed to see, but she opened the door and
stood to one side that we could enter.

"Inthere” shesaid.

"Thank you, maam," said Heath, and went into the roo~

Amy and | stood there for amoment, then sheturned to and | could see the tearsin her eyes again.
"Cd, she'sawful sck," shesad.

| nodded miserably, for now the spell was gone and comm-~ sense was coming back again and |
wondered a the madness this farmer who thought that he could help alittle girl who w terribly sick. And
at my madness for standing there, witho even going in the room with him.

But just then Heath came out of the room and closed tl door softly behind him.

"Shel's deegping now," hesaid to Amy. "Shell bedl right

Then, without another word, he walked out of the door. hesitated a moment, looking at Amy,
wondering what to d~

And it was pretty plain there was nothing | could do. So followed him.

We drove back to hisfarm at a sober rate of speed, but t[ car banged and thumped just as bad as
ever.

"Runsred good," | yelled at him.

He smiled abit.

"l keep it tinkered up," he yelled back a me.

When we got to hisplace, | got out of his car and walked over to my own.

"Y ou forgot the vegetables," he called after me.

So | went back to get them.

"Thanksalot,” | said.

"Any time" hetold me.

| looked straight at him, then, and said: "It sure would befineif we could get somerain. It would mean
alot to us. A soaking rain right now would save the corn.”

"Comeagain," hetold me. "It was good to talk with you."

And that night it rained, dl over thevaley, a steady, soaking rain, and the corn was saved. And Ann
got well.

The doctor, when hefinaly got to Bert's, said that she had passed the criss and was dready on the
mend. One of those virusthings, he said. A lot of it around. Not like the old days, he said, before they
got to fooling around with al their miracle drugs, mutating virusesright and left. Used to be, he said, a
doctor knew what he was tregting, but he don't know any more.

| don't know if Bert or Amy told Doc about Hegth, although

| imagine that they didn't. After al, you don't tell adoctor that aneighbour cured your child. And there
might have been someone who would have been orhery enough to try to bring acharge against Heeth for
practising medicine without alicence, although that would have been pretty hard to prove. But the story
got around the valey and therewas alot of talk. Heath, | heard, had been afamous doctor in Vienna
before held made his getaway. But | didn't believeit. | don't even believe those who started the story
believed it, but that's the way it goesin aneighbourhood like ours.

That story, and others, made quite aflurry for amonth or so, but then it quieted down and you could
see that the Heaths had become one of us and belonged to the valley. Bert went over and had quitea
talk with Heath and the women-folks took to calling Mrs. Heath on the tel ephone, with some of those
who wereligtening in bresking in to say aword or two, thereby initiating Mrs. Hegath into the round-robin
telephone con- versations that are going on dl thetime on our valley party line, with it getting so that you
have to bust in on them and tell them to get off the line when you want to make an important call.

We had Hesath out with us on our coon huntsthat fall and some of the young bloods started paying



attention to Heath's daughter. It was dmost asif the Heaths were ol d-time residents.

Asl'vesad before, we've dways been red fortunate in getting in good neighbours.

When things are going well, time has away of flowing along so smoothly that you aren't conscious of
its passing, and that wastheway it wasin thevaley.

We had good years, but none of us paid much attention to that. Y ou don't pay much attention to the
good times, you get so you take them for granted. It's only when bad times come along that you look
back and realize the good times you have had.

A year or S0 ago | was jugt finishing up the morning choreswhen acar with aNew Y ork licence
pulled up at the barnyard gate. It isn't very often we see an out-of-state licence platein thevaley, so |
figured that it probably was someone who had gotten lost and had stopped to ask directions. There was
aman and woman in the front seat and three kids and adog in the back seat and the car was new and
shiny.

| was carrying the milk up from the barn and when the man got out | put the pails down on the ground
and waited for him.

He was ayoungish sort of fellow and he looked intelligent and he had good manners.

He told me his name was Rickard and that he was aNew Y ork newspaperman on vacation and had
dropped into the valley on hisway out west to check someinformation.

It wasthefirst time, so far as| knew, that the valley had ever been of any interest newswiseand | said
0. | said we never did much hereto get into the news.

"It'sno scandal,” Rickard told me, "if that iswhat you'rethinking. It'sjust amatter of Satitics.”

Therearealot of timeswhen | don't catch asituation as quickly as| should, being asort of deliberate
type, but it ssemsto me now that as soon as he said gatistics | could seeit coming.

"| did aseries of farm articles afew months back," said

Rickard, "and to get my information | had to go through alot of government statistics. | never got so
sck of anything in my entirelife”

"And ?' | asked, not fedling too well mysdif.

"| found some interesting things about thisvaley,” he went on. "'l remember that | didn't catch it for a
while. Went on past thefiguresfor aways. Almost missed the significance, in fact.

Then | did adouble-take and backed up and looked at them again. The full story wasn't in that report,
of course. Just ahint of something. So | did some more digging and came up with other facts.”

| tried to laugh it off, but he wouldn't let me.

"Y our weether, for onething,” he said. "Do you redlize you've had perfect weather for the past ten
years?'

"The weather's been pretty good,” | admitted.

"It wasn't dways good. | went back to see.”

"That'sright,” | said. "It's been better lately.”

"Y our crops have been the best they've ever been in the last ten years.™

"Better seed,” | said. "Better ways of farming.”

Hegrinned & me. "Y ou guys haven't changed your way of farming in the last quarter century.”

And he had me there, of course.

"There was an army worm invasion two years ago,” he said.

"It hit dl around you, but you got by scot-free.”

"Wewere lucky. | remember we said so at the time.”

"| checked hedlth records," he said. " Same thing once again.

For ten solid years. No mead es, no chickenpox, no pneumonia

No nothing. One desth in ten full years---complications atten- dant on old age.”

"Old Man Parks," | said. "He was going on to ninety. Fine old gentleman.”

"You see," said Rickard.

| did see.

Thefdlow had the figures. He had tracked it down, this thing we hadn't even redlized, and he had us

cold.



"What do you want meto do about it?" | asked.

"I want to talk to you about a neighbour.”

"I won't talk about any of my neighbours. Why don't you talk to him yourself?'

"| tried to, but he wasn't home. Fellow down the road said held gone into town. Whole family had
goneinto town."

"Regindd Heeth," | said. There wasn't much sensein playing dumb with Rickard, for he knew dl the
angles.

"That'sthe man. | talked to folksin town. Found out he'd never had to have any repair work done on
any of hismachinery or his car. Has the same machinery he had when he started farming. And it was
worn out then."

"Hetakesgood care of it," | told him. "He keepsit tinkered up."

"Another thing,” said Rickard. " Since he's been here he hasn't bought a drop of gasoline.”

I'd know therest of it, of course, although I'd never stopped to think about it. But | didn't know about
the gasoline. | must have shown my surprise, for Rickard grinned a me.

"What do you want?' | asked.

"A gory."

"Heath's the man to talk to. | don't know athing to help you."

Andevenwhen | saidit | felt easy in my mind. | seemed to have an ingtinctive faith that Heath could
handle the situation, that he'd know just what to do.

But after breakfast | couldn't settle down to work. | was pruning the orchard, ajob I'd been putting off
for ayear or two and that badly needed doing. | kept thinking of that business of Heeth not buying
gasoline and that night I'd found the tractor ploughing by itself and how smooth both the car and tractor
ran despite dl tile noise they made.

So | laid down my pruning hook and shears and struck out acrossthefields. | knew the Heath family
wasintown, but | don't think it would have made any difference to meif they'd been at home. | think |
would have gone just the same. For more than ten years now, | redlized, 1'd been wondering about that
tractor and it wastimethat | found out.

| found the tractor in the machine shed and | thought maybe

I'd have sometrouble getting into it. But | didn't have abit. | dipped the catches and the hood lifted up
and | found exactly what | had thought 1'd find, except that | hadn't actualy worked out in my mind the
picture of what 1'd find undernesth that hood.

It was just ablock of some sort of shining metal that |ooked almost like a cube of heavy glass. It
wasn't very big, but it had amassve look about it, asif it might have been aheavy thing to lift.

Y ou could see the old bolt holeswhere the origind internal combustion engine had been mounted and
aheavy piece of some sort of metal had been fused across the frame to seet thet little power plant. And
up above the shiny cube was an apparatus of some sort. | didn't take the timeto find out how it worked,
but | could seethat it was connected to the exhaust and

I knew it was adingusthat disguised the power plant. Y ou know how in eectric trainsthey haveit
fixed up so that the locomoative goes chuff-chuffand throws out a stream of smoke.

Well, that was what that contraption was. It threw out little puffs of smoke and made atractor noise.

| stood therelooking at it and | wondered why it was, if

Heath had an engine that worked better than an interna combustion engine, he should have goneto so
much trouble to hide thefact he had it. If I'd had athing like that, | knew, I'd make the most of it. I'd get
someone to back me and go into production and in no time at al 1'd be stinking rich. And thered been
nothing in the world to prevent Heath from doing that. But instead held fixed the tractor so it looked and
sounded like an ordinary tractor and he'd fixed his car to make so much noisethat it hid thefact it had a
new type motor. Only he had overdone it. Hed made both the car and tractor make more noise than
they should. And held missed an important bet in not buying gasoline. In his place I'd bought the stuff, just
the way you should, and thrown it away or burned it to get rid of it.

It amost seemed to me that Heath might have had something he was hiding al these years, that hed
tried ddiberately to keep himsalf unnoticed. Asif he might reglly have been arefugee fromthelron



Curtain--or from somewheredse.

| put the hood back in place again and snapped the catches shut and when | went out | was very
careful to shut the machine shed door securely.

| went back to my pruning and | did quite abit of thinking and while | wasdoing it | redized that I'd
been doing this same thinking, piecemedl, ever sincethat night 1'd found the tractor running by itself.
Thinking of it in snatches and not trying to correlate al my thinking and that way it hadn't added up to
much, but now it did and | suppose | should have been alittle scared.

But | wasn't scared. Reginald Heath was a neighbour, and agood one, and we'd gone hunting and
fishing together and we'd helped one another with haying and threshing and one thing and another and |
liked the man aswell asanyone | had ever known. Sure, he was alittle different and he had afunny kind
of tractor and afunny kind of car and he might even have away of siretching time and since held come
into the valley we'd been fortunate in weather and in hedth. All true, of course, but nothing to be scared
of. Nothing to be scared of, once you knew the man.

For some reason or other | remembered the time severa years before when I'd dropped by of a
summer evening. It was hot and the Heath family had brought chairs out on the lawn because it was
cooler there. Heath got me a chair and we sat and talked, not about anything in particular, but whatever
came into our heads.

There was no moon, but there were alot of stars and they werethe prettiest | have ever seen them.

| called Heath's attention to them and, just shooting off my mouth, | told him what little rd picked up
about astronomy.

"They'realong ways off," | said. "So far off that their light takes yearsto reach us. And dl of them are
auns. A lot of them bigger than our sun.”

Which was about al | knew about the stars.

Hesth nodded gravely.

"Thereésone up there”, he said, "that | watch alot. That blue one, over there. Well, sort of blue,
anyhow. Seeit ? See how it twinkles. Like it might bewinking at us. A friendly sort of star.”

| pretended that | saw the one he was pointing at, athough | wasn't sure | did, there were so many of
them and alot of them weretwinkling.

Then we got to talking about something el se and forgot about the stars. Or at least | did.

Right after supper, Bert Smith came over and said that

Rickard had been around asking him some questions and that he'd been down to Jingo's place and
that he'd said held see

Heath just as soon as Heath got back from town.

Bert was abit upset about it, so | tried to calm him down.

"These city folks get excited easy,” | told him. "Therésnothing toit.”

| didn't worry much about it because | felt sure that Heath could handle things and even if Rickard did
write astory for the New Y ork papersit wouldn't bother us. Coon Valey isalong piece from New
York.

| figured wed probably seen and heard the last from Rickard.

Butindl my life, I've never been morewrong.

About midnight or so | woke up with Helen shaking me.

"There's someone at the door,” she said. "Go seewho it is."

So | shucked into my overalls and shoes and lit the lamp and went downstairs to see.

While I'd been getting dressed there'd been some knocking at the door, but as soon as| lit the lamp it
quit.

| went to the door and opened it and there stood Rickard and he wasn't near as chipper as he'd been
inthemorning.

"Sorry to get you up,” hesaid, "but it seemsthat I'm logt.”

"You cant belogt,” | told him. "Thereisn't but one road through the valley. Oneend of it tiesup to
Sixty and the other to Eighty-five. Y ou follow the valley read and you're bound to hit one or the other of
them.”



"I've been driving”, hetold me, "for the last four hoursand | can't find ether of them.”

"Look," | sad, "al you do isdrive oneway or the other.

Y ou can't get off the road. Fifteen minutes either way and you're on astate highway."

| was exasperated with him, for it seemed asilly thing to do.

And | don't take kindly to being routed out a midnight.

"But | tdll you I'm logt," he said in asort of desperation and

| could seethat he was close to panic. "The wifeis getting scared and the kids are dead on their feet

"All right,” 1 told him. "Let me get on my shirt and tie my shoes. I'll get you out of here.”

He told me he wanted to get to Sixty, so | got out my car and told him to follow me. | was pretty sore
about it, but | figured the only thing to do wasto help him out. He'd upset the valey and the sooner out
the better.

| drovefor thirty minutes before | began to get confused mysdlf. That wastwice aslong asit should
have taken to get out to the highway. But the road looked al right and there seemed to be nothing wrong,
except for thetimeit took. So | kept on going. At the end of forty-five minutes we were back in front of
my place again.

| couldn't figureit out for the life of me. I got out of my car and went back to Rickard's car.

"You seewhat | mean," hesaid.

"We must have got turned around,” | said.

Hiswifewasamost hystericdl.

"What'sgoing on?' she asked mein ahigh, shrill voice.

"What isgoing on around here?"

"WEell try again,”" | said. "WEell drive dower thistime so we don't make the same mistake.”

| drove dower and thistimeit took an hour to get back to the farm. So wetried for Eighty-five and
forty minutes later wereright back where we started.

"I giveup,” | told them. "Get out and comein. Well fix up some beds. Y ou can spend the night and
well get you out come light.”

| cooked up some coffee and found stuff to make sandwiches while Helen fixed up bedsto take care
of thefive of them.

"The dog can deep out herein the kitchen,” she said.

I got an apple box and quilt and fixed the dog a bed.

Thedog was anicelittlefellow, awirehair who wasfull of fun, and the Rickard kids were about as
fine abunch of kids asyou'd find anywhere.

Mrs. Rickard was dl set to have hysterics, but Helen got her to drink some coffee and | wouldn't let
them talk about not being able to get ouit.

"Comedaylight,” | told them, "and ther€lll be nothing to it.”

After breakfast they were considerably calmed down and seemed to have no doubt they could find
Number Sixty. So they started out alone, but in an hour were back again. | took my car and started out
ahead of them and | don't rain, admitting | could fed bare feet walking up and down my spin~

| watched closaly and dll at once | redlized that somehow w were headed back into the valley instead
of heading out of il

So | stopped the car and we turned our cars around and headed back in the right direction. But in ten
minutes we wer. turned around again. Wetried again and thistime wefairl3 crawled, trying to spot the
place where we got turned around

But we could never spot it.

We went back to my placeand | called up Bert and Jing> and asked them to come over.

Both of them tried to lead the Rickards out, one at atime then the two of them together, but they were
no better at it thar

| was. Then | tried it done, without the Rickards following me and | had no trouble at al. | was out to
highway Sixty and bac~ in haf an hour. So we thought maybe the jinx was broken and 1 tried to lead out
the Rickard car, but it was no soap.



By mid-afternoon we knew the answer. Any of the natives could get out of the valley, but the Rickards
couldn't.

Helen put Mrs. Rickard to bed and fed her some sedative and | went over to see Heath.

Hewas glad to see me and he listened to me, but al thetime

| wastaking to him | kept remembering how onetime | had wondered if maybe he could stretch out
time. When | had finished he was silent for awhile, asif he might have been going over some decison
just to be certain that it wasright.

"It'sagtrange business, Calvin," he said findly, "and it doesn't seem right the Rickards should be
trapped in thisvaley if they don't want to stay here.

"Y¢, it'safortunate thing for us, actudly. Rickard was planning on writing astory about usand if hed
written as he planned to, thereld been alot of attention paid us. There would have been acrowd of
people coming in--other newspapermen and government men and people from the universities and the
idly curious. They'd have upset our lives and some of them taking it somewhat better and the Rickard
kids were happy with the outdoor life and the Rickard dog was busily engaged in running al the valley
rabbits down to skin and bones.

"Theresthe old Chandler place up at the head of the valley," said Jngo. "No oné's been living there
for quiteawhile, but it'sin good shape. It could be fixed up so it was comfortable.”

"But | can't stay here," protested Rickard. "'l can't settle down here.”

"Who said anything about settling down ?' asked Bert. "Y ou just got to wait it out. Some day
whatever iswrong will get straightened out and then you can get away.” "But my job," said Rickard.

Mrs. Rickard spoke up then. Y ou could see she didn't like the Situation any better than he did, but she
had that queer, practical, everyday logic that awoman at times surprises aman by showing. She knew
that they were stuck herein the valey and she was out to make the best of it.

"Remember that book you're always threatening to write 7' she asked. "Maybethisisit." That did it.
Rickard mooned around for awhile, making up hismind, athough it aready was made up. Then he
began talking about the peace in the valley--the peace and quietness and the lack of hurry--just the place

to write a book.

The neighbours got together and fixed up the house on the old Chandler place and Rickard caled his
office and made some excuse and got aleave of absence and wrote aletter to his bank, transferring
whatever funds he had. Then he settled down to write.

Apparently in his phone calls and his letter-writing he never even hinted at the real reason for his
staying--perhaps because it would have sounded downright silly--for there was no ruckus over hisfallure
to go back.

Thevdley settled down to itsnormal life again and it felt good after dl the uproar. The neighbours
shopped for the Rickards and carried out from town all the groceries and other things they needed and
once in awhile Rickard took the car and had atry at finding the state highways.

But mostly he wrote and in about ayear he sold this book of his. ProbaNy you have read it: Y ou
Could Hear the Silence.

Made him ahunk of money. But hisNew Y ork publishers il are going dowly mad trying to
understand why he steadfastly refusesto stir out of the valey. He has refused lecture tours, has declined
dinnersin hishonour and turned down dl the other glitter that goes with writing abest sdller.

The book didn't change Rickard at dl. By thetime he sold it he waswdll liked in the valley and
seemed to like everyonem except possibly Heath. He stayed rather cold to Heath. He used to do alot of
walking, to get exercise, he said, although | think that he thought up most of hisbook out on those walks.
And he'd stop by and chew the fat when he was out on those walks and that way everyone got to know
him. He used to talk alot about when he could get out of the valey and al of uswere beginning to fed
sorry that atime would come when he would leave, for the Rickards had turned out to be good
neighbours.

There must be something about the valey that brings out the best thereisin everyone. Asl have said
before, we have yet to get abad nelghbour and that is something most neighbourhoods can't say.



Oneday | had stopped on my way from town to talk awhile with Heath and as we stood talking, up
the road came Rickard.

Y ou could see he wasn't going anywhere, but was just out for awalk.

He stopped and talked with usfor afew minutes, then suddenly he said, ™Y ou know, we've made up
our minds that we would like to stay here."

"Now, that isfing," said Heath.

"Grace and | weretalking about it the other night," said Rickard. " About the time when we could get
out of here. Then suddenly we stopped our talking and looked at one another and we knew right then
and there we didn't want to leave. It's been so peaceful and the kids like the school here so much better
than in the city and the people are so fine we couldn't bear to leave.”

"Tm glad to hear you say that,” Heath told him. "But it ssemsto me you've been sticking pretty close.
Y ou ought to take the wife and kidsin town to see ashow.” And that wasit. It wasassimple asal that.

Lifegoesoninthevadley asit dways has, except it's even better now. All of us are healthy. We don't
even seem to get colds any more. When we need rain we get it and when thereé's need of sunthesunis
sureto shine. We aren't getting rich, for you can't get rich with dl this Washington interference, but were
making aright good living. Rickard isworking on his second book and onceinawhile | go out at night
and try to locate the star Heath showed me that evening long ago.

But we still get some publicity now and then. The other night

| was listening to my favourite newscaster and he had an item he had alot of fun with.

"Isthereredly such aplace as Coon Valey ?' he asked and you could hear the chuckle just behind
thewords. "If thereis, the government would like to know about it. The mapsinsst thereisand there are
statistics on the booksthat say it's a place where there is no sickness, where the climate isidedl, where
theré's never acrop failure--aland of milk and honey.

Investigators have gone out to seek the truth of this and they can't find the place, dthough peoplein
nearby communitiesingst there's such avalley. Telephone cals have been made to peoplelisted as
resdents of the valley, but the calls can't be completed. L etters have been written to them, but the letters
are returned to the sender for one or another of the many reasons the post office has for non-ddlivery.
Investigators have waited in nearby trading centres, but Coon Vdley people never cameto town while
the investigators were there. If there is such aplace and if the things the statistics say of it aretrue, the
government would be very interested, for there must be datain the valley that could be studied and
applied to other sectors.

We have no way of knowing whether thisbroadcast can reach the valey--if it isany more efficient
than investigators or telephone or the postal service. But if it does--and if there is such aplace as Coon
Valey--and if one of itsresdents should be listening, won't he please speak up "

He chuckled then, chuckled very briefly, and went on to tell the latest rumour about Khrushchev.

| shut off the radio and sat in my chair and thought about the times when for severa days no one could
find hisway out of the valey and of the other times when the tel ephones went dead for no apparent
reason. And | remembered how we'd talked about it among oursel ves and wondered if we should speak
to Heath about it, but had in each case decided not to, since we felt that

Heath knew what he was doing and that we could trust hisjudgment.

It'sinconvenient at times, of course, but there are alot of compensations. There hasn't been a
magazine salesman in the valey for more than a dozen years--nor an insurance sdlesman, ether.



