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About One’s a Heifer

A thirteen-year-old boy has to go out alone across the frozen prairie, looking for two
stray calves. Far away from home, he thinks he sees them among the herd of a strange
solitary man. Instead, he seems to have stumbled across a deeper mystery.

One’s a Heifer
by Sinclair Ross

“His smoky lantern threw great swaying shadows over us; and the deep clefis and
triangles of shadow on his face sent a little chill through me, and made me think what a
dark and evil face it was.”

My uncle was laid up that winter with sciatica, so when the blizzard stopped and still
two of the yearlings hadn’t come home with the other cattle, Aunt Ellen said I'd better
saddle Tim and start out looking for them.

“Then maybe I’1l not be back tonight,” I told her firmly. “‘Likely they’ve drifted
as far as the sandhills. There's no use coming home without them.”

I was thirteen, and had never been away like that all night before, but, busy
with the breakfast, Aunt Ellen said yes, that sounded sensible enough, and while I ate,
hunted up a dollar in sitver for my meals.

“Most people wouldn’t take it from a lad, but they're strangers up towards the
hills. Bring it out independent-like, but don’t insist too much. They're more likely to
grudge you a feed of oats for Tim.”

After breakfast I had to undress again, and put on two suits of underwear and
two pairs of thick, home-knitted stockings. It was a clear, bitter morning. After the
storm the drifts lay clean and unbroken to the honzon. Distant farm buildings stood out
distinct against the prairie as if the thin sharp atmosphere were a magnifying glass. As |
started off Aunt Ellen peered cautiously out of the door a moment through a cloud of
steam, and waved a red and white checkered dishtowel. I didn’t wave back, but
conscious of her uneasiness rode erect, as jaunty as the sheepskin and two suits of
underwear would permit.

We took the road straight south about three miles. The calves, I reasoned,
would have by this time found their way home if the blizzard hadn’t carried them at
least that far. Then we starled catercornering across fields, riding over to straw-stacks
where we could see cattle sheltering, calling at farmhouses to ask had they seen any
strays. “Yearlings,” I said each time politely. “Red with white spots and faces. The
same almost except that one’s a heifer and the other isn’t.”

Nobody had seen them. There was a crust on the snow not guite hard enough to
carry Tim, and despite the cold his flanks and shoulders soon were steaming. He
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walked with his head down, and sometimes, taking my sympathy for granted, drew up
a minute for breath.

My spirits, too, began to flag. The deadly cold and the flat white silent miles of
prairie asserted themselves like 2 disapproving presence. The cattle round the straw-
stacks stared when we rode up as if we were intruders. The fields stared, and the sky
stared. People shivered in their doorways, and said they’'d seen no strays.

At about one o’clock we stopped at a farmhouse for dinner. It was a single oat
sheaf half thisties for Tim, and fried eggs and bread and tea for me. Crops had been
poor that year, they apologized, and though they shook their heads when | brought out
my money 1 saw the woman’s eyes light greedily a second, as if her instincts of
hospitality were struggling hard against some urgent need. We 100, I said, had had
poor crops lately. That was why it was so important that I find the calves.

We rested an hour, then went on again. “Yearlings,” 1 kept on describing them.
“Red with white spots and faces. The same except that one’s a heifer and the other
isn’t.”

Still no one had seen them, sull 1t was cold, still Tim protested what a fool 1
was.

The country began to roll a little. A few miles ahead I could see the first Jow line
of sandhilis. “They’ll be there for sure,” 1 said aloud, more to encourage myself than
Tim. “Keeping straight to the road it won't take a quarter as long to get home again.”

But home now seemed a long way off. A thin white sheel of cloud spread
across the sky, and though there had been no warmth in the sun the fields looked colder
and bleaker without the glitter on the snow. Straw-stacks were fewer here, as if the
land were poor, and every house we stopped at seemed more diiapidated than the one
before.

A nagging wind rose as the afternoon wore on. Dogs yelped and bayed at us,
and some imes from the hills, like the signal of our approach, there was a thin,
wavering howl of a coyote. I began to dread the miles home again almost as much as
those still ahead. There were so many cattle straggling across the fields, so many
yearlings just like ours. [ saw them for sure a dozen times, and as often choked my
disappointment down and clicked Tim on again. And at last | really saw them. It was
nearly dusk, and along with fifieen or twenty other cattle they were making their way
towards some buildings that lay huddled at the foot of the sandhills. They passed in
single file less than fifty yards away, but when 1 pricked Tim forward to turn them back
he floundered in a snowed-in water-cut. By the time we were out they were a little
distance ahead, and on account of the drifts it was impossible to put on a spurt of speed
and pass them. All we could do was take our place at the end of the file, and proceed at
their pace towards the buildings.

It was about half a mile. As we drew near } debated with Tim whether we
should ask to spend the night or start off right away for home. We were hungry and
tired, but it was a poor, shiftless-looking place. The yard was littered with old wagons
and machinery; the house was scarcely distinguishable from the stables. Darkness was
beginning to close in, but there was no light in the windows.

Then as we crossed the yard we heard a shout, “Stay where you are,” and a
man came running towards us from the stable. He was tall and ungainly, and, instead
of the short sheepskin that most farmers wear, had on a long black overcoat nearly 1o
his feet. He seized Tim’s bndle when he reached us, and glared for a minute as if he
were going to pull me out of the saddle. “1 told you to stay out,” he said in a harsh,
excited voice. “You heard me, didn’t you? What do you want coming round here
anyway?"

I steeled myself and said, “Our two calves.”

The muscles of his face were drawn together threateningly, but close to him like
this and looking straight into his eyes 1 felt that for all their fierce look there was
something about them wavering and uneasy. “The two red ones with the white faces,” 1
continued. “They’ve just gone into the shed over there with yours. If you'll give me a
hand getting them out again I’ll start for home now right away.”
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He peered at me a minute, let go the bridle, then clutched it again. “They’re all
mine,” he countered. ‘1 was over by the gate. 1 waiched them coming 1n.”

His voice was harsh and thick. The strange wavering look in his eyes steadied
itself for a minute to a dare. I forced myself to meet it and insisted, “] saw them back a
piece in the field. They're ours all right. Let me go over a minute and I'll show you.”

With a crafty tilt of his head he leered, “You didn’t see any calves. And now, if
you know what’s good for you, you'll be on your way.”

“You’re trying 10 steal them, “1 flared rashly. “I'll go home and get my uncle
and the police after you—then you’ll see whether they're our calves or not.”

My threat seemed to impress him a little. With a shifty glance in the direction of
the stable he said, “*All right, come along and look them over. Then maybe you'll be
satisfied.” But all the way across the yard he kept his hand on Tim’s bridle, and at the
shed made me wait a few minutes while he went inside.

The cattle shed was a lean-to on the horse stable. It was plain enough: he was
hiding the calves before letting me inside to Jook around. While waiting for him,
however, I had time to realize that he was a lot bigger and stronger than | was, and that
it might be prudent just to keep my eyes open, and not give him too much insolence.

He reappeared carrying a smoky lantern. “All right,” he said pleasantly enough,
“come in and look around. Will your horse stand, or do you want to tie him?”

We put Tim in an empty stall in the horse stable, then went through a narrow
doorway with a bar across 1t to the cattle shed. Just as I expecled, our calves weren’t
there. There were two red ones with white markings that he tried to make me beheve
were the ones I had seen, but, positive | hadn’t been mistaken, I shook my head and
glanced at the doorway we had just come through. It was narrow, but not too narrow.
He read my expression and said, “You think they're in there. Come on, then, and look
around.”

The horse stable consisted of two rows of open stalls with a passage down the
centre like an aisle. At the far end were two box-stalls, one with a sick colt in it, the
other closed. They were both boarded up to the ceiling, so that you could see inside
thern only through the doors. Again he read my expression, and with a nod towards the
closed one said, “It’s just a kind of harness room now. Up uil a year ago I kept a
stallion.”

But he spoke furtively, and seemed anxious to get me away from that end of the
stable. His smoky lantern threw great swaying shadows over us; and the deep clefts
and triangles of shadow on his face sent a liule chilf through me, and made me think
what a dark and evil face it was.

I was afraid, but not too afraid. “'If it’s just a harness room,” | said recklessly,
“why not let me see inside? Then I'l] be sausfied and believe you.”

He wheeled at my question, and sidled over swiftly to the stall. He stood in
front of the door, crouched down a little, the lantern in front of him like a shield. There
was a sudden stillness through the stable as we faced each other. Behind the light from
his lantern the darkness hovered vast and sinister. It seemed to hold its breath, to watch
and listen. 1 felt a clutch of fear now at my throat, but | didn’t move. My eyes were
fixed on him so intently that he seemed to lose substance, to loom up close a moment,
then recede. At last he disappeared completely, and there was only the lantern like a
hard hypnotic eye.

It held me. It held me rooted, against my will. I wanted to run from the stable,
but 1 wanted even more to see inside the stall. And yet 1 was afraid to see inside the
stall. So afraid that it was a relief when at last he gave a shame-faced laugh and said,
“There’s a hole in the floor—that’s why | keep the door closed. If you don’t know,
you might step into it—twist your foot. That's what happened to one of my horses a
while ago.”

1 nodded as if I believed him, and went back tractably to Tim. But regaining
control of myself as I tried the saddle girths, beginning to feel that my fear had been
unwarranted, I looked up and said, “It’s ten miles home, and we’ve been riding hard all
day. If we could stay a while—have something to eat, and then get started—"
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The wavering light came into his eyes again. He held the lantern up 1o see me
better, such a long, intent scrutiny that it seemed he must discover my designs. But he
gave a nod finally, as if reassured, brought oats and hay for Tim, and suggested,
companionably, “After supper we can have a game of checkers.”

Then, as if ] were a grown-up, he put out his hand and said, "My name Is
Arthur Vickers.”

Inside the house, rid of his hat and coat, he Jooked less forbidding. He had a white
nervous face, thin lips, a large straight nose, and deep uneasy eyes. When the lamp
was lit I fancied I could still see the wavering expression in them, and decided 1t was
what you called a guilty look.

“You won't think much of it,” he said apologetically, following my glance
around the room. “I ought to be getting things cleaned up again. Come over to the
stove. Supper won't take long.”

It was a large, low-ceilinged room that for the first moment or two struck me
more like a shed or granary than a house. The table in the centre was littered with tools
and harness. On a rusty cook-stove were (wo big steaming pots of bran. Next to the
stove stood a grindstone, then a white jron bed covered with coats and horse blankets.
At the end opposite the bed, weasel and coyote skins were drying. There were guns
and traps on the wall, a horse collar, a pair of rubber boots. The fioor was bare and
grimy. Ashes were littered around the stove. In a corner squatted a live owl with a
broken wing.

He walked back and forth a few times looking helplessly at the disorder, then
cleared off the table and lifted the pots of bran to the back of the stove. “'I’ve been
mending harness,” he explained. “You get careless, living alone like this. It takes a
woman anyway.”

My presence, apparently, was making him take stock of the room. He picked
up a broom and swept for a minute, made an ineffective attempt to straighten the
blankets on the bed, brought another lamp out of a cupboard and it it. There was an
ungainly haste to all his movements. He started unbuckling my sheepskin for me, then
turned away suddenly to take off his own coat. “Now we’ll have supper,” he said with
an effort at self-possession. “Coffee and beans is all | can give you—maybe a little
molasses.”

I replied diplomatically that that sounded pretty good. It didn’t seem right,
accepting hospitality this way from a man trying to steal your calves, bul theft, 1
reflected, surely justified deceit. 1 held my hands out to the warmth and asked if I could
help.

There was a kettle of plain navy beans already cooked. He dipped out enough
for our supper into a frying pan, and on top Jaid rashers of fat salt pork. While I
watched that they didn’t burn he rinsed off a few dishes. Then he set out sugar and
canned milk, butter, molasses, and dark heavy biscuits that he had baked himself the
day before. He kept glancing at me so apologetically all the while that 1 leaned over and
sniffed the beans, and said at home I ate a lot of them.

«I¢ takes a2 woman,” he repeated as we sat down to the table. “] don’t often have
anyone here to eat with me. If I'd known, I'd have cleaned things up a litle.”

1 was too intent on my plateful of beans to answer. All through the meal he sat
watching me, but made no further attempts at conversation. Hungry as | was, 1 noticed
that the wavering, uneasy look was still in his eyes. A guilty look, ] told myself again,
and wondered what I was going to do to get the calves away. | finished my coffee and
he continued:

“It's worse even than this in the summer. No time for meals—and the heat and
flies. Last summer 1 had a girl cooking for a few weeks, but it didn't fast. Just a cow
she was—ijust a big stupid cow—and she wanted to stay on. There’s a family of them
back in the hills. I had to send her home.”

1 wondered should 1 suggest starting now, or ask 10 spend the night. Maybe
when he's asleep, I thought, I can slip out of the house and get away with the calves.
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He went on, “You don’t know how bad it is sometimes. Weeks on end and no one to
talk to. You’'re not yourself—you’re not sure what you're going to say or do.”

I remembered hearing my uncle talk about a man who had gone crazy living
alone. And this fellow Vickers had queer eyes all right. And there was the live owl over
in the corner, and the grindstone standing right beside the bed. “Maybe I'd better go
now,” I decided aloud. “Tim’ll be rested, and it’s ten miles home.”

But he said no, it was colder now, with the wind getting stronger, and seemed
so kindly and concerned that 1 half forgot my fears. “Likely he’s just starting to go
crazy,” I 1old myself, “and it’s only by staying that I'l] have a chance to get the calves
away.”

When the table was cleared and the dishes washed he said he would go out and
bed down the stable for the night. I picked up my sheepskin to go with him, but he told
me sharply lo stay inside. Just for a minute he looked crafty and forbidding as when 1
first rode up on Tim, and to allay his suspicions I nodded compliantly and put my
sheepskin down again. It was better like that anyway, 1 decided. In a few minutes 1
could follow him, and perhaps, taking advantage of the shadows and his smoky
lantern, make my way to the box-stall unobserved.

But when ] reached the stable he had closed the door after him and hooked it
from the inside. | walked round a while, tried to slip in by way of the caitle shed, and
then had to go back to the house. I went with a vague feeling of relief again. There was
still ume, I told myself, and it would be safer anyway when he was sleeping.

So that it would be easier to keep from falling asleep myself I planned 10
suggest coffee again just before we went to bed. 1 knew that the guest didn’t ordinarily
suggest such things, but it was no time to remember manners when there was someone
trying to steal your calves.

When he came in from the stable we played checkers. | was no match for him,
but to encourage me he repeatedly let me win. “It’s a long time now since I've had a
chance to play,” he kept on saying, trying 1o convince me that his short-sighted moves
weren’t inientional. “Sometimes 1 used to ask her to play, but I had 1o tell her every
move to make. If she didn’t win she’d upset the board and go off and sulk.”

“My aunt 1s a little like that 100, | said. “She cheats sometimes when we’re
playing cribbage—and, when 1 catch her, says her eyes aren’t good.”

“Women talk too much ever io make good checker players. Tt takes
concentration. This one, though, couldn’t even talk like anybody else.”

After my long day in the cold I was starting to yawn already. He noticed it, and
spoke in a rapid, earnest voice, as if afraid I might lose interest soon and want to go to
bed. It was important for me too to stay awake, so | crowned a king and said, “Why
don’t you get someone, then, to stay with you?”

“Too many of them want to do that.” His face darkened a little, almost as if
warning me. “Too many of the kind you’ll never get rid of again. She did, last summer
when she was here. I had to put her out.”

There was silence for a minute, his eyes flashing, and wanting to placate him |
suggested, “She liked you, maybe.”

He laughed a moment, harshly. “*She liked me all right. Just two weeks ago she
came back-—walked over with an old suitcase and said she was going 1o stay. [t was
cold at home, and she had to work too hard, and she didn’t mind even if  couldn’t pay
her wages.”

I was getting sleepier. To keep awake I sat on the edge of the chair where it was
uncomfortable and said, “Hadn’t you asked her to come?”

His eyes narrowed. “I'd had trouble enough getting rid of her the first time.
There were six of them at home, and she said her father thought it time that someone
marned her.”

“Then she must be a funny one,” 1 said. “Everyone knows that the man’s
supposed to ask the girl.”

My remark seemed to please him. | tofd you didn’t 17 he said, straightening a
little, jumping two of my men. “She was so stupid that at checkers she’d forget
whether she was black or red.”
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We stopped playing now. | glanced at the owl in the corner and the ashes
littered on the floor, and thought that keeping her would maybe have been a good idea
after all. He read it in my face and said, “'1 used to think that too sometimes. ] used 1o
look at her and think nobody knew now anyway and that she’d maybe do. You need a
woman on a farm all right. And night after night she'd be sitting there where you are—
right there where you are, looking at me, not even trying to play—"

The fire was low, and we could hear the wind. “But then 1'd go up in the hills,
away from her for a while, and start thinking back the way things used to be, and 1t
wasn’t right even for the sake of your meals ready and your house kept clean. When
she came back 1 tried to tell her that, but all the family are the same, and | realized 1t
wasn't any use. There’s nothing you can do when you’re up against that sort of thing.
The mother talks just like a child of ten. When she sees you coming she runs and hides.
There are six of them, and it’s come out in every one.”

It was getting cold, but | couldn't bring myself to go over to the stove. There
was the same stillness now as when he was standing at the box-stall door. And ] felt
the same illogical fear, the same powerlessness 10 move. It was the way his voice
Jowered, the glassy, cold look in his eyes. The rest of his face disappeared; ali I could
see were his eyes. And they filled me with a vague and overpowering dread. My voice
gone a whisper on me, I asked, “And when you wouldn’t marry her—what happened
then?”

He remained motionless a moment, as if answering silently; then with an
unexpected laugh hike a breaking dish said, “Why, nothing happened. 1 just told her she
couldn’t stay. I went to town for a few days—and when | came back she was gone.”

“Has she been back 1o bother you since?” ] asked.

He made a little silo of checkers. “No—she took her suilcase with her.”

To remind him that the fire was going down 1 went over 10 the stove and stood
warming myself. He raked the coals with the lifter and put in poplar, two split pieces
for a base and a thick round log on top. 1 yawned again. He said maybe 1'd like t0 go 10
bed now, and 1 shivered and asked him could 1 have a drink of coffee first. While it
boiled he stood stirring the two big pots of bran. The trouble with coffee, 1 realized,
was that it would keep him from getting sleepy 100.

1 undressed finally and got into bed, but he blew out only one of the Jamps, and
sat on playing checkers with himself. 1 dozed a while, then sat up with a start, afraid 1t
was morning already and that I'd lost my chance 10 get the calves away. He came over
and looked at me a minute, then gently pushed my shoulders back on the pillow. “Why
don’t you come 10 bed too?’ 1 asked, and he said, “Later 1 will—I dor’t feel sleepy
yel.”

it was like that all night. ] kept dozing on and off, wakening in a fright each
time to find him still there sitting at his checker board. He would raise his head sharply
when I stirred, then tiptoe over 10 the bed and stand close to me listening uill satisfied
again | was asleep. The ow! kept wakening too. It was down in the corner still where
the lamplight scarcely reached, and I could see its eyes go on and off like yellow bulbs.
The wind whistled drearily around the house. The blankets smelled like an old granary.
He suspected what 1 was planning to do, evidently, and was staying awake to make
sure I didn’t get outside.

Each time I dozed I dreamed 1 was on Tim again. The calves were in sight, but
far ahead of us, and with the drifts so deep we couldn’t overtake them. Then instead of
Tim it was the grindstone [ was straddling, and that was the reason, not the drifts, that
we weren’'t making better progress.

1 wondered what would happen to the calves if | didn’t get away with them. My
uncle had sciatica, and it would be al least a day before I could be home and back again
with some of the neighbours. By then Vickers might have butchered the calves, or
driven them up to a hiding place in the hills where we'd never find them. There was the
possibility, too, that Aunt Ellen and the neighbours wouldn’t believe me. 1 dozed and
woke—dozed and woke—always he was sitting at the checker board. ] could hear the
dry tinny ticking of an alarm clock, but from where 1 was lying couldn’t see it. He
seemed to be listening to it too. The wind would sometimes creak the house, and then
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