“THE BUTCHER BIRD” by Wallace Stegner

That summer the boy was alone on the farm except for his parents.  His brother was working at Orulian’s Grocery in town and there was no one to run the trap line with or swim with in the dark weed-smelling reservoir where garter snakes made straight rapid lines in the water and skaters rowed close to shore.  So every excursion was an adventure, even if it was only a trip across the three miles of prairie to Larsen’s to get mail or groceries.  He was excited at the visit to Garfield’s as he was excited by everything unusual.  The hot midsummer afternoon was still and breathless, the air harder to breathe than usual.  He knew there was a change in weather coming because the ginger snaps in their tall cardboard box were soft and bendable when he snitched two to stick in his pocket.  He could tell too by his father’s grumpiness accumulated through two weeks of drought, his habit of looking off into the southwest, from which either rain or hot winds might come, that something was brewing.  If it was rain everything would be fine, his father would hum under his breath getting breakfast, maybe let him drive the stoneboat or ride the mare down to Larsen’s for the mail.  Of it was hot wind they’d have to walk soft and speak softer, and it wouldn’t be any fun.


They didn’t know the Garfield’s who had moved in only the fall before; but people said they had a good big house and a bigger barn and that Mr. Garfield was an Englishman and a little funny talking about scientific  farming and making the desert blossom like a rose.  The boy’s father hadn’t wanted to go, but his mother thought it was unneighborly not to call at least once in a whole year when people lived only four miles away.  She was, the boy knew, as anxious for a change, as eager to get out of that atmosphere of waiting to see what the weather would do – that tense and teeth gritting expectancy – as he was.


He found more than he looked for at Garfield’s.  Mr. Garfield was tall and bald with a big nose, and talked softly and politely.  The boy’s father was determined not to like him right from the start.  


When Mr. Garfield said, “Dear, I think we might have a glass of lemonade, don’t you?”, the boy saw his parents look at each other, saw the beginning of a contemptuous smile on his father’s face, saw his mother purse her lips and shake her head ever so little.  And when Mrs. Garfield, prim and spectacled, with a habit of tucking her head back and to one side while she listened to anyone talk, brought in the lemonade, the boy saw his father taste his and make a little face behind the glass. He hated any summer drink without ice in it, and had spent two whole weeks digging a dugout icehouse just to that he could have ice water and cold beer when the hot weather came.


But Mr. and Mrs. Garfield were nice people.  They sat down in their new parlor and showed the boy’s mother the rug and the gramophone.  When the boy came up curiously to inspect the little box with the petunia-shaped horn and the little china dog with “His Master’s Voice” on it, and the Garfields found that he had never seen or heard a gramophone, they put on a cylinder like a big spool of tightly wound black thread, and lowered a needle on it, and out came a man’s voice singing with  a Scotch brogue, and his mother smiled and nodded and said, “My land, Harry Lauder! I heard him once a long time ago.  Isn’t it wonderful, Sonny?”


I was wonderful all right.  He inspected it, reached out his fingers to touch things, wiggled the big horn to see if it was loose or screwed in.  His father warned his sharply to keep his hands off, but then Mr. Garfield smiled and said, “Oh, he can’t hurt it.  Let’s play something else, “ and found a record about the saucy little bird on Nelly’s hat that had them all laughing.  They let him wind the machine and play the record over again, all by himself, and he was very careful.  It was a fine machine. He wished he had one.


About the time he had finished playing his sixth or seventh record, and George M. Cohen was singing, “She’s a grand old rage, she’s a high-flying flag, and forever in peace may she wave, “ he glanced at his father and discovered that he was grouchy about something.  He wasn’t taking part in the conversation but was sitting with his chin in his hand staring out of the window. Mr. Garfield was looking at him a little helplessly.  His eyes met the boy’s and he motioned him over. 


“What do you do all summer? Only child, are you?”


“No, sir. My brother’s in Whitemud. He’s twelve. He’s got a job.”


“So you come out on the farm to help.

