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                                                  The Journey Home
     "You can't do it, Matt! A man would be a fool to even try it!"

     Matt stood with his back to the storekeeper, staring out of the window at the swirling snow howling past the porch.  The winter blizzard was gaining in fury, gathering the dreaded snow in drifts.

     "Listen to me, Matt" Wilson crossed the floor to Matt.  "Stay here tonight, sleep on the cot in the back of the store."  He put a weathered leathery hand on Matt's shoulder.  "I'll get you up at the first sign of daylight.  The missus will put something hot in you, and we'll send you on you way."  Matt shook his head, still staring out at the blizzard that had caught him by surprise.

     "It's a norther.  It'll take the hide right off ya and blow yer bones right past hell when it gets its hind legs up!" Wilson sighed and patted Matt's shoulder.  "I've seen 'em do it!"

     Matt started to say something, then stopped.  He watched as a dark specter in the dizzying blur of horizontal rushing snow rose and whipped against the porch post.  A piece of burlap became nailed in position half way up.  He felt the nauseating conflict of responsibility and hopelessness in the pit of his stomach.

     "Now there's a difference between a norther and a norwester.  A norwester will tell ya when it's coming and how long it's gonna stick around.  A norther, " he shook his head, "there's nuttin' a man can say  good 'bout one of them!"

Mat turned away from the storekeeper and strode across the splinter-worn floor to the shelves against the back wall.

"Now, Wilson, you know I'm good for my word.  I can't pay you for a month or two, but I'm good for it." He stacked a few items on the counter and moved to another shelf.  

     
"Aw hell, Matt!  I never worry about you payin' me.  You know that.  I worry about you." He rubbed his hand through hair that had been missing for a decade.  With the slight limp that comes with age, he went to the end of the counter and spat some tobacco into a rusted tin.  "A feller's word ain't worth a buzzard's tail-feather when he ain't around to back it."

     
"Come on, Wilson" Matt crossed the floor to face his friend.  "The baby is only two months now, and Sarah can't manage by herself." He looked down into the tired, worried eyes of the much shorter man. The sweet smell of chewing tobacco rose between them.  "She can't keep the fire stoked much longer and we're durn neer out of oil for the lamp.  Besides,  " Matt paused and tightened his lips in a grimace "the baby's got a fever."

     
Matt's features beneath the chestnut beard were lean, hard and weathered, typical for a over-worked Nebraska rancher.  Tonight his square-cut jaw and permanent weather creases had an extra firmness to them, a set Wilson hadn't seen on Matt before.

     
"Matt, I'd like to say yer a damn fool.  I'd like to.  It's just that I can't say as I know how I'd feel in your situation, what with the wife and baby." He reached down under the counter and pulled out a half bottle of whiskey.  "Gimme me your canteen."

     
"You know I don't..."

     
"Water ain't gonna do you a bit of good at ten below.  Whiskey won't help a thirst, but it might build a fire in them innards of yours and help get you home."

     
Mat reached for his canteen and the shadow of a faint smile passed his face and vanished.  There was some wisdom in the experience of age.

                                                             
 ***

     
When Matt had decided to make the trip, the dark clouds of the approaching storm had barely appeared over the northern ravine that marked the end of his homestead.  It wasn't snowing, but a cold foreboding wind had picked up steady for an hour or two.  The animals, restless at first, had all found shelter somewhere and dug in for the duration.  There had been a lot of worry but little argument from Sarah when he decided to go.  They both knew what could happen if they ran out of staples.  Good prior planning hadn't mattered.  A series of unforeseeable events over the last several days and weeks had taken care of that.  The matches had gotten wet and wouldn't strike and they found mouse droppings in the corn meal tin.   They burned extra lamp oil every night tending to the new baby. 

There was another problem.  The baby was running a fever and Sarah worried herself into a panic without medicine.  Matt planned to stop by Doc Patterson's before he reached the store.  They both agreed the storm would take three or four hours to reach them. If Matt rode hard, he could beat the worst of the storm in plenty of time.  Neither of them brought up the chance that he might not.

                                                         
***      

     
Being new to Nebraska, he misjudged the speed with which storms appear.  Five miles outside of town a steady, cold wind blew and it began to flurry.  It wasn't that Matt was green.  He had plenty of years of rough ranching behind him, but he had only been in Nebraska for five years.  Five years was not long enough to have met all the surprises Nebraska had to offer.  

Matt stopped at Doc Patterson's at the edge of town. With  little pleasantries,  he secured the needed medicine and brief instructions.  Doc pried a promise out of Matt to bring the baby in as soon as the storm lifted.


***

The livery had been empty when Mat reached town.  He left his horse in the shelter of the stable while he went across the street to Wilson's General Store.  The horse had needed a break from the wind and a ration of oats before starting back.

  
Now, his business finished with Wilson, Mat stuck to his decision to make his way home. He swung the feed sack of supplies over the saddle and led the horse out into the storm.  Gathering his strength, he braced himself for the difficult chore ahead.  Looking down to shield his face he could find no trace of the snowy footprints he had made upon arriving.  He squinted between the low brim of his hat and the black knitted scarf around his face. Raising his head slightly, the driving wall of snow beat into him.  There was nothing to see except cold white.  
Instinctively, he guided the horse to the west.  The slow, tedious walk to the end of town was acomplished one treacherous step at a time.  The faint ghosts of yesterday's porches on either side and the occasional flickering yellow glow of lanterns seeping through cracks in shutters came and went.  They provided direction, but little comfort.  Each time the wind shifted, Matt got a brief smell of the smoke from someone's fireplace.  Cottonwood.  It reminded him of his own fireplace - and Sarah.  The bland taste of melted snow quickly replaced the taste of the fresh brewed coffee Wilson had shared with him.   His mustache and beard filled with  snow and frozen breath, blocking his nose and making breathing more difficult.  It became a solid mask of hinderence. The only sound was the roaring and howling from the storm.  It masked out all of the usual noises of travel, an eerie suggestion that he and the horse were not part of the scene. 

 
The trip to the end of town, normally a minute or two, took forever.  The shelter the buildings afforded felt meaningless against the storm until he cleared the last one and pitched struggling into the full fury of the northern giant.  Rearing back with her frightened head high, the horse strained against the reins trying to turn back.  Matt, barely in the lead, leaned into the relentless gale and urged the animal forward.  For a fleeting moment a surging desire to turn back and accept Wilson's offer penetrated his weakening emotions. The vision of Sarah and the baby overpowered and he never broke stride.   

The wagon-worn tracks that make up Carson Trail, usually deep grassless ruts, were now only slight ripples in the building snow.  Several miles out of town, the ripples themselves began to blend with the surrounding snowscape.  More than once he strayed to the north of the trail and his horse's stubborn insistence  put them back on the trail.  In the beginning, he reasoned that he could continue west by keeping the wind to his right.  He soon learned that by the gale's sheer force it changed directions as it swirled about him, tearing at his clothing and his soul.  The storm must have gained intensity many fold since he left the shelter of town.

  
"Do you think you can do a little better at leading than I've been doing?" Matt had stopped to gather his wits and was gently snuggling the horse's head to his arm and petting her nose.  The last mile had sapped his remaining strength, drained his legs of the ability to lift high enough to the clear the drifting snow.  Sometime in the last half hour or so he had lost the feeling in his fingers and face, and his toes were beginning to tingle. These uncomfortable sensations are not foreign to him after years of riding the range, yet they are warnings that he intended to heed.

 
"Lets see if you can do it ol' girl." Matt grasped the saddle horn.  Slowly, painfully, he wrestled himself belly-first across the ice-covered saddle.  Resting there a moment for balance he swung his leg over and sat.  Panic rose through him as he tried several times to get his frozen feet in the stirrups.   It had never dawned on him in his years of riding.  Finding his stirrups and sliding his feet into them was a matter of feel. Feel was something he is void of now.

  
The horse twisted her head to the left, avoiding as much of the driving, blinding snow as possible. Tripping, she caught herself and started ambling slowly forward.  Matt, hunched in the saddle, strained to make out whether they were staying on the trail.  It was of no use.  He must trust his animal's instincts.

  
The luxury of the saddle allowed his dim mind to drift to Sarah and the baby.  The fireplace at the back wall flickered a yellow glow across the hewn table where Sarah sat.  She talked softly while the baby kicked and waved her arms on the table in front of her.  The smell of burning cottonwood and the ranch beans still on the fire filled the cabin. Every moment or so a sharp crack from the fireplace added ambience as a knot caught and started to burn.

  
His head hit the horse's neck, jarring him back to the present.  She had stumbled and was trying to regain her footing again.  For a brief instant Matt held the saddle horn between stinging hands as he fought to stay in the saddle.  How much time had passed he had no idea, but one fact was certain; he had committed a cardinal sin in situations such as this.  Trading a moment of consciousness for the peaceful refuge of dreaming could have permanent, disastrous results.  How stupid! Concentrate! No more stupid mistakes.
  
His horse stood trembling beneath him. He tried desperately to focus a numbed mind on what he should do next.  From his slumped position over the saddle horn he could see the right side of her head. More accurately, where it should have been.  In place of it was ice.  She had been walking with her head cocked south,  avoiding the whipping snow.   Now snow and ice covered the entire side of her face, including her eye.  Panic rushed in.  If he lost his horse, his chances of reaching home would be even slimmer than they already were.  He  needed nothing else stacked against him at this point.

   
Sliding down off the saddle something caught  the saddle horn and partially broke his slow decent.  When his feet touched the ground a sharp, peircing pain shot through him, more than he could have imagined.  His feet were freezing - or frozen!  Steadying himself by hanging onto the saddle he adjusted to the pain, then felt to see what was hanging him up.  It was his canteen.  He had forgotten all about it.  It was a quarter full of wonderful, golden whiskey and he had not taken advantage of it. Reaching over the saddle to the other side he took the weight off the strap and pulled it free.  

Now, holding the canteen between his armpit, he tried to twist off the cap.  His fingers on his left hand wouldn't close around it.  Panic was becoming  normal.  Every attempt at the smallest task turned immediately to anxiety, then panic. Using his thumb and the palm of his hand he managed to wrestle the cap off, dangling it by it's chain.  His first swallow spread down his cold gut like a prairie fire.  He first choked, then gagged, then his belly danced in shock. It was the reaction of a man not used to drinking.

  
With difficulty he replaced the cap and sat down carefully.  The pain was intense as  he pulled one of his boots off.  Removing his sock, he squinted at his frozen foot.  It was an odd mixture of bluish and pale white.  Matt rubbed the foot with loose snow, trying to bring back any circulation he could.  The pain was unbearably intense.  Repeating the process on the other foot he dressed again and, grasping the saddle, pulled himself up.  Again intense agony shot through his feet.   

There was one more job he had to do.  Rising to the task, each step became a new experience in pain. He hobbled around the horse to the right side of her face and began gently brushing away the snow and ice.  With each gentle stroke the horse winced, but let him continue.  Carefully, using his two thumbs to pinch the ice from the eyelashes, he freed the eye and slowly it opened, then blinked.  He could only wonder if she could still see or not.  He hobbled to the front of the horse and took the reins.  As strenuous as it was going to be, he had to lead the horse for a while, searching for any clue that would reveal where they were at.  Each step was as painful as the last.





***

 
Any signs of wagon tracks was long gone, and there was a slight downward slope to this stark, white land.  The message wasn't good. The trail home was fairly level, with a slight upgrade in a few places.  He had been leading for what he might have been half an hour. This new slope told him that he had done no better than the horse at finding his way.  The fog that had replaced his thought process kept him unsure of any facts.  Sitting down slowly and burying his ice-covered face he tried to concentrate.  

Thinking was becoming difficult.  His  thoughts continually strayed.  He was unable to concentrate through the murkiness.  Taking every bit of energy he could muster, he tried to focus long enough to understand.  

The Carson Trail ran east to west through the town. Fifteen miles west of town was his homestead. He would pass Jake's ranch first. five miles north of the trail, and parallel to it was the creek. The only place I could have met any down-grade and still be anywhere near on course would be north of town, isn't it?  No, anywhere north would take me to a down grade. There are several places if I had traveled any distance south.  South was out of the question. He knew instinctively that he had not veered to the left.  It had to be north.  That being true, he might be as far as five miles north of the east/west Carson trail that led west, to home.  If this were true,  he would have to swing hard to the left.  If he was wrong, that adjustment could spell disaster.  

Raising his head, he realized that the storm wasn't letting up.  If anything,  it was intensifying.  How much more did this demon storm have, before it wrung itself out?  It was his enemy, but he would be victorious. Wrestling again with the canteen for a muddled eternity he took another drink.  Again the warming rush came.  He needed to remember to do this more often for survival's sake.  Leaning forward, he closes ice-heavy eyes.  warm images of Sarah rushed into the haven he had created.  The beckoning fire was burning and he could smell the sweetness of her as she was saying...

 
Matt jerked his head up and shook himself.  An inner self buried deep below the slowly freezing body  sounded an alarm,  shook violently at his very soul and said this is dangerous!  Men die of dreaming at times like this!
  
He decided, guessing was too dangerous.  He would proceed on the same course for a short time.  He could not go too far in any direction without running into a landmark, and he had already gone a reasonable distance in this direction.

  
It took several tedious tries and much longer this time to mount his horse.  One fact became clear during those tries. Time was not only running out for him, but for her, too.  She had gone into a constant, considerable shiver.  Urging her forward he leaned low, almost resting on the mare's neck, and began the necessary job of forced consciousness.

@     
Matt began digging into his memory for the lay of the land.  Landmarks, terrain, anything that would give him the slightest hint of where he was at.  He remembered that the north part of his land did slope down toward to the creek.  If he had unconsciously crossed the frozen creek, the land would be rising at a steep slope toward Pine Ridge to the north.  He could have drifted in a circle to the south. If that had happened, he would have passed one of the many bluffs before meeting a down grade. 

Time and again he broke his thought pattern by cursing to keep from slipping back into delirium.  Cursing himself for his stupidity and stubbornness, his god for the storm, everything and anything he could.  Matt had never been a quitter, and he wasn't one now.  

His size had always been his asset, and  he had been given many nicknames throughout his life because of it.  It wasn't just his six-foot-three height, but the large frame he carried.  At two-twenty-five there was no sign of excess.  This size had carried him in fights, and allowed him to do twice the work in a day of the most men.  He could plant corral-posts quicker, chop more wood, and handle ornery cattle easier than all of his fellow ranchers.  Now the size was insignificant, even a hindrance.  Survival must rely solely on his inner strength, his stamina and his desire to live. In fact, on his persistance and determination.  The muscular strength he had relied on all of his life was useless.

    
Matt became slowly aware that they were not moving.  The illusion of movement was being created by the gale blowing at him from...from in front of him! He urged his horse forward several times without success.  Squinting past the animals neck he slowly made out a change in grade.  Enough change to be seen through the blizzard.  Right in front of them the ground abruptly changed into a steep downward slope, like entering a gully.  

Matt tried to concentrate.  Where could he be?  A cliff?  No not that close by.  Could it be the steep cliff-like bank against the back of  his homestead?  Where were the pines?  How and when had he climbed the bluff?  Questions swirled in the fog of thought.  A creek?  The creek! Good Lord.  If they were at the creek, that would explain the horse's refusal to go any farther in that direction. For it to be the creek he had to be five miles north of the Carson's trail.  Rush creek ran parallel to the wagon trail five miles to the north of everything; his home, the wagon trail and town.  So what was his location along the creek?  

He carefully turned his head first left, then right.  Through momentary breaks in wind direction he could spot the ghost-like skeletons of several of the small cottonwood trees that lined the creek.  Yep.  He was at the creek. Which section of the creek?  Above his homestead?  There were too many choices, too many prospects.  Logic was quickly becoming an impossibility.  Painfully, he made himself swallow some more whiskey.

***

     
He felt that he had been sticking close to the creek. For how long Matt could not know, but his horse, staggering with every step now, had stopped again.  They were standing in front of a large gnarly tree.  

Suddenly, the pain is forgotten as Matt struggles to slide carefully down to the ground.  Somewhere in the fog that spread through every crevice of his mind is the realization that he must identify this tree. He must know which one it is.  In this part of the country, large, spreading trees are few, and serve as landmarks and boundaries.  There were only three in the areas he was familiar with.  Each different, each with their own special features.  One was due north of town.  One, this one he hoped, was at the northeastern corner of his spread and separated his ranch from Jake's.  The third was in the south section next to the pond, many miles off track.  If he could recognize it...if he could understand where he was, he might stand a chance.

     
Leaning against the tree he struggles for another drink.  The task of getting the cap off has become monumental.  His fingers have long ago quit bending.  His hands at some point had quit stinging and operated only as wedges.  With the drink comes less and less fire. With each drink there is a momentary separating of the fog and a chance to grasp at ideas.  Is it possible that with each belt of whiskey he gets colder inside? The canteen is nearly empty.  Maybe a precious swallow left.  Had he gone there that many times?  Is the problem in his head drunkenness?  

He studies the tree through the swirling snow.  The gnarled limbs stretching out before him, the knot hole just above, almost as big as a man's head.  There is one large piece of a broken limb sticking out above and to his left.  Oh, God, the realization hits him, this is The Jacob tree! The tree that Reverend Williams uses in the heat of summer for shade as he preaches revival at the July "gathering of the sheep."  

This tree is north of town. Almost five miles north and close to the creek!  Matt takes the last drink of whiskey, stunned at the discovery he has just made.  Reaching up to steady himself his wrist hits a small stump of a limb. Pushing against it to return to the horse, the canteen becomes entangled in it, jerking it out of his hand.  He has no more use for it and he is now without the little strength it takes to fight for it.  He leaves it and slowly, doggedly makes his way to his horse.

 
There are very little in the way of thoughts any more.  He spends most of his time in a state of confusion.  Shaking himself as violently he sets out to get back on the horse.  One fact he knows; this is his last effort, he must make it now.  If he keeps the creek to the right and moves west, he should run into the tree that marks his property in less than an hour.  From there he can easily find his way south and home.

***

He fights several life or death battles now.  First to stay conscious. Next to stay on a horse who is near her own death from the cold, floundering with every step.  In his fight to stay alert, he forces himself to remember details.  His cabin is snug against the bank for protection. With the sharp pitch of the roof reaching the ground on either side.   It is a double lean-to.  There is a line of tall pines that shelter one side and climb the bank behind it, providing a weather break.

     
The weightlessness of falling jerks Matt back to his senses.  Long slow falling.  His thoughts are too incoherent, too muddled.  He is lying on the ground and he can't move.  There is something holding his leg down.  Struggling, he pushes with his frozen hands and the pain returns, only this time somewhere in his arms.  It is his horse who has fallen from cold and exhaustion. She is lying across his leg. Once she tries feebly to get back up.  He gives up and lies back heavily for a moment, then begins anew.  The struggle to free his leg is almost more than he can take.  Inches are miles.  

Once free, he slides over top of the spent horse and lays with his head on the animals still belly.  Only once in a while does the belly heave, and those breaths are shallow and jerky.  The humane choice at this point is to shoot her, end her misery, but there is no way.  There is no part of theMatt that is left that can pull a trigger.  Those simple mechanical motions are not possible.  His hands are useless clubs without feeling or control.  Another time, a more lucid time, the carcass of this animal could have served to save her master's life.  Now neither the recognition of this or the ability to wield a knife and make it so are within Matt.

   
The supplies no longer important, Matt struggles to his feet and begins the slow, painful trek on foot to home, Sarah, and warmth.

It was not a man who makes the journey for the next hour, but a disoriented animal, swaying this way and that. He is stumbling, falling, getting to his knees and crawling; then to his feet again.  His only cohesive action is to keep the wind to his right.  He does that instinctively.  It is in one of the crawling episodes that he finds the tree.  His tree.  The one that is the northeast corner mark between his ranch and Jake's.  He is almost home.  He will finally escape the frozen hell that he has endured.  He crawls to the base of the tree and leans against it, gathering his strength for the last stretch.

***

  
Sarah is standing in the doorway,  she has kept the fire burning.  The flames lick at the top of the fire place and flick in and out of the chimney, momentarily bathing Sarah in silhouette.  The oil lamp, burning brightly from the table, illuminates the thin, radiant features of her face and highlights the smile as she holds out her arms to welcome him home.  Behind her the baby kicks on a blanket in front of the fire.  The smells of beans and fresh baked bread rush past him from the heated cabin, losing themselves in the howling wind behind him.  The warmth of the cabin envelopes him as his arms reach around Sarah.  He feels the softness of her cheeks press into his.  She is crying as she tells him again and again how worried she had been. God have faith, it's over now.

 
Matt fights hard to return to consciousness, forcing himself to open his eyes and move.  The storm is still all around him, still the ever-present destructive force.  He has to get up. He is on his own property now. It will be a short time and he will be home.  The journey is almost over.  He can make it now.  Rolling to his right, he uses his elbows to push himself to his knees.  He fights desperately to hold on to consciousness when his whole being would prefer to drift back into the dreams that were so warm and comfortable.  Inching his way up the tree a little at a time he fights back with all the mental strength he can muster.  

Almost on his feet, something bangs his head, swings wide and hits him from another angle.  Sliding his arm up and across his head something snags it.  Working feverishly he  pulls it to him.  It is a strap.  Sliding his arm down the strap an object appears at the end of the strap.  It takes a long time for his mind to connect with the object.  It is a canteen; his canteen!

  
Sliding back down the tree into a sitting position, he buries his head.  His canteen!  How could that be?  What does that mean?  How could his canteen be on his tree instead of the Jacob tree?  Maybe God had moved it to his tree to help him. Maybe Sarah was doing it.  Maybe...

 
Sarah is with him again, crooning, comforting.  The fire is warm and the baby cooing in the background.  The wind changes directions and the snow continues to drift around the tree, sculpting a lone Arctic statue at it's base.


*** The end ***

