
A Story by Levi S. Peterson

DARROW’S faith had returned to him without
warning or solicitation. In his seventieth year, he
had gone with a friend to St. Louis to attend a

world series game in the splendid new stadium. After
the game they had wandered to the giant arch of
stainless steel standing upon the bank of the Mississippi.
Darrow was captivated. Unbelievably slender,
triangular in section, pinned to the earth only at its two
bases, the glittering arch was a daring application of
geometry against wind and gravity. Darrow had stood
with his back to the river, looking westward through the
arch, and thought, as he ihad not thought for a long time,
about his own westgone people. It was as simple as tl~at.
In an instant, without fanfare or commotion, Darrow
believed again.

On a bright morning in Kentucky, in the summer
following the return of his faith, Darrow had watched
his son and daughter-in-law play a furious game of
tennis. Cecily, his granddaughter, sat on Darrow’s lap.
For a while Darrow responded to the charm of the
spreading walnut trees and to the comfort of Cecil.y,
who snuggled in his arms. Grief slowly grew in
Darrow’s mind: there was nothing in Cecily’s life to
condition her impulses toward salvation; this precious
child was growing inevitably into damnation. From that
moment, Darrow’s prayers for absolution became
hollow and unconvinced. Though he had been quietly
rebaptized into the Church, he feared that the recanting
of an old man was meaningless. It was not righteousn~.ss
but rather the narrowing opportunities of old age that
crowded Darrow from his corruptions. The
improvements and perfections for which mortal life was
given were stillborn and vapordrifted. His taint defied
cleansing: the sinroot had gone too deep.

Then, near the end of the same summer, a letter came
from Leah, Darrow’s sister, inviting him to a reunion of
the Sevy family. He accepted, and for the first time in
forty-five years, Darrow returned to Utah.

Sara, Leah’s daughter’, met Darrow at the Salt Lake
airldort and took him to her apartment in the city.
Looking at Sara’s smooth, unweathered face, Darrow
was startled to realize that she was nearly forty. She
intended to join Darrow at Leah’s house in Lehi, but for
the moment she seemed to have forgotten that her
purpose in coming to her apartment was to pack her bag.
She sat on the sofa with a high-heeled shoe propped
against, the coffee table and talked with a wide-eyed
intensity.

"Have you heard of this s.t, upid book of Cousin
Claiborne’s?" Sara was saying. "It brings up the whole
matter of Joram and Ruhannah. It’s supposed to be a
biography of Joram. The manuscript will be presented at
the reunion; Claiborne wants the family to publish it as
Great grandfather’s official life story. But, lord, what a
travesty! Cousin Claiborne doesn’t have a historical

bone in his body. The book is nothing but sentimental
mush, folklore, any silly, pilous thing anybody in the
Sevy family ever said about Joram. I can guarantee there
will be skirmishes fought over Claiborne’s book. A few
of us see it for what it really is, and we don’t intend to
have it published without a fight."

"That’s a little frightening," Darrow said. "I wouldn’t
think any book would be worth fighting over. It can’t
hurt anybody, can it?"

"Maybe you don’t remember Cousin Claiborne very
well," Sara said. "He’s typical of a certain personality
type in the family--pompous, convinced God has
endorsed his special projects, and absolutely unwilling to
let you ever forget that he’s a retired vice president of
Utah Valley Bank. But that is irrelevant. What matters is
that I’ve read the manuscript, and the book is a slander
on Ruhannah. I knew it would be, but it made me boil all
over again to see those things in writing."

Darrow shifted his eyes from Sara’s gaze and looked
uncertainly about the room. He was an appealing man
despite his age; his arms were brown and muscular, his
hair silver and profuse. "I knew Joram," he said, half
abstractedly, as if he spoke to himself. "So did Leah--
better than I did, in fact, because she was born five years
earlier. Could we be so old, remembering a man who saw
the Salt Lake valley when it was only sagebrush?"

Darrow had heard Ruhannah’s story in his youth.
Ruhannah claimed that Joram--Darrow’s
grandfather--had sacrificed a friend, a thing to be
understood as an act of blood atonement. The story was
attributable to the bitterness of Ruhannah--the second
of Joram’s five wives--who in her later years had
divorced Joram and had apostatized from the church.
Darrow was atstonished that Ruhannah’s acusation was
still remembered, that some hundred and fifteen years
after the supposed deed had occurred, the rumor of it
was still an issue in the Sevy family. Darrow was also
astonished by" the sudden revulsion which had swept
over him as he listened to his niece. The very idea of
blood atonement, this principle of a final desperate
purchase of salvation for the guilty, through the
shedding of their blood, was barbaric. With a tremor of
anxiety, Darrow noted that of the possible solutions to
the problem of damnation, blood atonement was one he
had not yet considered.

"It’s obvious that I’m on Ruhannah’s side," Sara said.
"Do you have to take sides?"
"If you’re in the majority party of the Sevy family,

you’ve got to believe Ruhananah made up her story out
of malice."

"I don’t remember the family being divided into
parties. Isn’t it something you’d be just as well off
forgetting?"

"It isn’t something people will let you forget. There is a
gross overrating otJoram, its always done at the
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expense of Ruhannah. You would be disgusted to see
how some people have deified Joram--including
Mother."

"It seems odd that people should make so much of
Joram," Darrow said. "But even if they make too much of
him, even then I’m afraid I don’t have the heart to believe
Joram killed that fellow."

"Which means that you believe Ruhannah lied about
him."

Darrow took out a penknife and began to pare a
fingernail. ’q’d rather not think anything at all about it."

"Joram being a man, you can’t believe he would
commit a religious murder. But Ruhannah being a
woman, you can easily believe she would spread an
abominable lie."
"Who knows what really happened in the past?"
"I know tlhat Ruhannah would not have lied."
"You were there? You saw with your own eyes?"
"Yes," Sara said triumphantly, "in a sense I was there. I

have a copy of Ruhannah’s diary." She rose and
disappeared into her bedroom. In a moment she
returned and motioned for Darrow to sit close beside her
on the sofa. On the coffee table before them she opened
out the roughly bound pages of a photocopied
document. ’The original, she explained, had recently
come to one of their cousins, a professor of history at
BYU, from the family of the woman who had nursed
Ruhannah in her last illness. "Claiborne pretends it isn’t
authentic, t3.ut you have only to read it to know that it
is."

Darrow bent and scrutinized the tilting, jostling lines
of Ruhannah’s handwriting.

"She was an intelligent woman," Sara said. "It’s a rare
journal. Mostly our old pioneer diary keepers talk about
trivialities---about gathering eggs and putting up hay;
but Ruhannah had feelings to talk about. What spiritual
gifts she had! Here, look at this passage."

I was wakened this erly morning by a loud ratteling at my
door. It was Mrs. Johnsen from behind the block. Her
husband is in the mines and she had no one else to come
to. Her littlest child was screeming in pain. I laid hands
upon her and blest her unto recovery. Only shortly and
the little thing went off to sleep. I feel to thank the Lord
for this kindness.
"That is the woman the Sevy family makes out to be a

villainness,’" Sara said. "There are dozens of passages
like that--many of them, like this one, coming long after
she is supposed to be living in apostasy and darkness.
She was prayerful and good tempered, and she helped
her neighbors. Nobody can deny her godliness--except
those who are afraid to read her diary. And you wouldn’t
believe how many of our cousins won’t even touch it!"

Twilight was gathering as Darrow and Sara took the
southbound freeway for Lehi. Streetlamps and neon
lights cast a diffuse glow in the bronze dusk of the city.
As she drove, Sara continued to talk; she gripped the
wheel tightly and repeatedly took her eyes from the road
and directed them to where Darrow sat. Darrow
struggled to retain his neutrality, to reassure himself of
his indifference to this old affair between Joram and
Ruhannah. Darrow puzzled over Sara’s obvious attempt
to make a convert of him. Darrow feared her zeal and
her air of au:thority, although he could not fail to admire
the precise competence of her personality and the
knowing arrangements of her body--crisp pants and

blouse, dark penciling about her eyes, ihair with sheen
and curl. It disturbed Darrow to suppose that a
significant minority of the family shared her passion for
discrediting Joram. Was it simply an attempt to elevate
Ruhannah, to rectify a perceived injustice to this one
woman? Or did it imply a congenital dissent within the
family, an infusion of a deviant gene among the Sevy
cousins, a deep, shadowy kindred of perversity?
Suddenly it seemed to Darrow that he cared immensely
whether Joram had committed the bloody deed of which
Ruhannah had accused him.Therehad been Sevys before
Joram, but Darrow knew little about them. Wasn’t
Joram the founder of a race? Hadn’t he been a pioneer? If
Joram had carried a condemning guilt to Judgment, what
hope was there for a lesser man like Darrow?

The next morning, Leah served Darrow and Sara
gooseberry pancakes for breakfast. The table of her
small kitchen was covered by a bright yellow cloth and
set with gleaming dishes. Leah bustled between the
stove and table, providing her brother and daughter
with flat, smoking cakes. At last she brought a stack to
her own plate and sat at the table. She wore a simple
gingham dress upon her diminished frame, and above
her thin, bony face, she had arranged her grey hair into a
hemisphere of tight, tiny curls. Her brown eyes
sparkled, voice rose in animation as she alternately
complained and boasted about a surfeit of vegetables
from her garden, the dying Lombardy poplars along her
fence, and her recent success in causing her sewer line to
be cleared of roots.

Sara intended to ride horses with a friend in American
Fork and was dressed in jeans and boots. During the
meal, she scarcely looked at her mother. Having finished
her pancakes, she sat drumming her fingers lightly on
the table. At a lull in Leah’s talk, Sarah leaned toward
Darrow and said, "When I get back from riding, I want to
show you a passage in Joram’s journal."

For a moment the eyes of the two women locked.
Disappointment crossed Leah’s face, and then a bristling
anger. "So you are already into that?" she said bitterly.

"It appears that Mother will not let me take her copy
of the journal," Sara said. "I will have to show you some
other time."
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"Won’t let you take it!" Leah snorted. "You can look in
Grandfather’s journal any time you want. Anda lot of
good it will do you! There’s nothing to see. Those who
want contentions know how to make them out of thin
air."

"Joram was in Salt Lake City on the weekend of
September 21, 1856," Sara said. "He could easily have
heard Brigham Young’s sermon on blood atonement."

"That statement has to be corrected," Leah said°
"Grandfather took calves to the city on September 18--a
Thursday. That’s all the journal says."

Sara wiped her mouth with her’ napkin and pushed
back her chair.

"Go ahead and tell him," Leah said. "You’ll get around
to it sooner or later. I just as well hear what invention
you’ve come up with this time."

"It isn’t an invention that makes people defensive,"
Sara said dryly. "It’s the truth that hurts."

"Just go ahead," Leah fumed. "Get it over with."
"I will," Sara said, pulling her chair close to the table.

Evading her mother’s eyes, she went on in an emphatic,
slightly elevated voice. Joram’s journal, under the
heading of November 6, 1856, recorded the burial at
Joram’s West Canyon ranch of S. Johanssen, who, the
journal stated, had died of gunshot. The journal entry
had to be viewed in the context of the Mormon
Reformation of 1856. Though the Saints had been on
the Utah frontier for only nine years, there were fire-
eating apostles who preached that the Saints had grown
too prosperous and complacent. Picking up their theme,
Brigham Young had preached his famous sermon. To
Darrow’s surprise, Sara had memorized phrases from
the sermon. "There are sins," she quoted, "for which
men, if they had their eyes open to their true condition,
would be perfectly willing to have their own blood spilt
upon the ground, that the s:moke thereof might ascend
to heaven as an offering for their sins." The entry in
Joram’s journal about the death of Johanssen, coming as
it did within six weeks of Brigham Young’s sermon,
coupled with Ruhananah’s later accusation, made
Joram’s guilt inevitable. Sara granted extenuations fo~"
Joram. Undoubtedly he had been in a near hysterical
state of mind due to the isolation of the West Canyon
ranch and due to the terrible losses he had suffered
during the persecutions in Missouri and Illinois and
during the exodus to the Rocky Mountains. It was
probable that Johanssen himself, motivated by a
devastating guilt, had requested his own execution,
making Joram a participant in a holy" suicide. Regardless,
Sara was certain that no other person than Joram had
pulled the trigger of the gun that killed Johanssen.

While Sara talked, Leah shifted restlessly in her chair
and with a vindictive fork pushed ~ morsel of pancake t~2.
and fro across her plate. When Sara had finished and
looked expectantly toward her mother, Leah diverted
her eyes and seemed to scrutinize the joint where the
wall of the kitchen met the ceiling. Sara turned back to
Darrow and said, "Don’t you agree that there is more
here than mere coincidence?"

"I don’t know what to think," Darrow said helplessly.
"Please don’t draw me into it."

"I don’t have to tell you that you won’t find any of this
in Claiborne’s book. At least you know the other side of
the story now." With that, Sara stood and left the room.

After a moment Darrow heard her leave the house, start
her car, and drive away.

"She said all of that for my benefit," Leah said. "She’ll
bait me any ti~ne she thinks she can get me to explode.
But I’ve got smart lately. ! refuse to give her the
satisfaction."

"What a terrible thing!" Darrow said.
"Yes, imagine her trying to proselyte you in my own

kitchen! She has a black tongue, that girl has."
"l don’t know what to believe," Darrow said.
"Sara makes it seem so plausible," Leah said, "but I

think it’s my turn to say a few things now. It won’t take
long to set the record straight. Wouldn’t Grandfather
have mentioned Brigham Young’s sermon if he had
heard it--considering that Brigham was the prophet and
president of the Church? And what if Grandfather had
heard it? That wouldn’t mean a thing. Blood atonement
was never practiced by anyone in the church. It wasn’t
even thought of. Everyone who heard Brigham Young
knew what he meant--if you murder someone, the law
will execute you. But all those other wild things about
blood atonement--they are the invention of Gentiles
and apostates."

"Sara seems to have every confidence in her story."
"If Sara isn’t careful, she’ll end her days as an

apostate," Leah said grimly. "Things have got worse in
late years, Darrow. All the laxness and immorality of the
world--they’ve got in among the Saints, you know.
Honestly, I sometimes think Sara is a person I never
knew in all my life. She’s even into this ERA thing. What
do women want nowadays? ill don’t want to be a man.
Why do they?"

Later Leah drove Darrow along the streets of Lehi
where they reviewed remnants of their childhood---the
spot where Joram’s house had stood, now part of a high
school playing field; other fine old yellow brick pioneer
houses with multiple gables, still owned by families of
pioneer vintage; Gardiner’s Mercantile, incongruously
perched between new buildings housing a bank and a
franchise shoestore; the Third Ward chapel, vacant ,and
unused.



At midmorning, Darrow strolled with Leah along the
graveled pathways of the Lehi cemetery. A cool
evaporation,, rising from the damp carpet of grass,
tempered the heat of the bright summer sun. Darrow
saw, as he and Leah passed among the ranks and rows of
stones, that the town he had once known was gathered
in this cemetery. At every other step he came upon a
name, engraved in granite or marble, that moved him
with affection or grief. Darrow paused before the stone
of Jacob Benton, a retarded mute whose sister Doris had
dressed him every morning in clean bib overalls and had
sent him to spend the day in Gilbert’s drugstore on Main
Street. On every weekday for uncounted years, Jake
Benton had occupied the same stool at the drugstore
counter from nine to twelve and from one to five. He sat,
hunched and sagging, saying nothing, drooling a little,
staring with wide, innocent eyes at everyone who
entered.

"Reginald Gilbert gave that stool to Jake," Darrow
said. "It was Reginald’s contribution to the mentally
handicappedl. And, you know, nobody minded old Jake at
all.’"

"Of course people minded," Leah protested. "Doris
should have kept him out of sight."

Darrow squatted by the grave. "Old Jake!" he said
reverently. "So even you had to die?"

A little later Darrow paused before another stone. It
marked the grave of Timothy Crofter, a boy whose skull
had been crushed by the kick of a horse. "When I heard
about the accident, I ran down to the livery barn on First
East," Darrow explained. "They had already taken his
body away. I remember squatting on the sidewalk
looking at hlis trampled hat and at a little blood that had
puddled in the dust. The next day in school it seemed odd
to see his empty desk."

"God has ihis reasons for calling children home," Leah
said. "It’s velTy sad for us who stay behind, but it’s better
for them."

They strolled on. Darrow stopped before the stone of
Karl Bjorlund. "Here’s one who suffered," he said. "He
had cancer of the face. His brothers kept him locked in a

room so that he wouldn’t kill himself. He took a stick of
firewood and tried to beat himself to death with it. I
don’t know how long it took him to die."

In time they came to the graves of their father and
mother, John and Nellie Parker Sevy. "Look at this
weed," Leah said, stooping to pull a plant growing on
their mother’s grave.

Darrow turned half away and looked toward the
distant peaks of the mountains. He had last seen this
holy man and woman on that evening long ago when he
had said goodby at the Lehi depot. He remembered
clearly the rounding nose and walrus mustache of his
father, the thin lips and dark, worried eyes of his
mother. Humorless, kind, and utterly scrupulous, they
had lived in a state of salvation.

"I couldn’t make it to the funeral of either of them,"
Darrow said. "If it had been possible, I think I would have
come. I was in New Jersey when Mother died, and I
didn’t get word of the funeral until three days after it
was Over. Dad died during the war, and I couldn’t get a
train in time. Everything was tied up in troop
transportation."

Leah had momentarily moved to a nearby grave. "I
can’t stand these plastic flowers. They look shoddy so
fast. I think I’ll just take them in my purse and put
them in the garbage can at the gate."

"I could have come to see them while they were alive
and I didn’t," Darrow said.

"It’s no use talking about things like that," Leah said.
"I have to come back to the Church," Darrow said

abruptly.
Leah’s face was blank.
"I have been baptized again. I attend meetings. I pay

tithing."
Across Leah’s face, moving in quick succession, came

surprise, fear of deception, and a curious mingling of
rage and relief. "Why didn’t you tell me?" she cried.

"Because it was tentative. It is still tentative."
Again incomprehension crossed Leah’s face.
"I have no word from God that I am forgiven."
"You don’t need a word," Leah burst out indignantly.

"If you obey, everything is all right." She embraced him,
took his hand, pressed it to her cheek, looked into his
face with tear-misted eyes. "Oh, Darrow, I am so happy,
so very, very happy."

"I can’t pay for what I have done. to Father and
Mother," he said.

"Oh, bother!" Leah said with vexation. "It doesn’t
matter at all. You are baptized again. They know it on
the other side, Darrow, and they are so glad."

Darrow shook his head somberly. "They know what I
have done with my life."

They walked on, arm in arm. Leah clung to Darrow
like a sweetheart, tender, happy, doting. But even as
Leah chatted about this cousin or that, Darrow was
seized by panic to see how age had come upon his sister.
She was nothing like the image of the full-bloomed,
hearty-fleshed woman Darrow had carried in his mind
for these forty-five years. Her face was parched, her
frame shrunken, her muscles reduced to taut wires. Nor
could Darrow now put from his mind the bloody,
premature death of Timothy Crofter or the terrible
suffering of Karl Bjorlund, whose graves he had just
seen. What had God intended when he authored a world
in which a face-eaten wretch was driven to bludgeon
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himself to death? The world was a book whose stories
always ended in blood. Perhaps, as some said, the bloody
endings were not God’s meaning at all, but were the
interpolation of mistranslating monks, dozing scribe..~,
or old unvaliant Adam who relished the lustfruit of hiis
curiosity. But perhaps the bloody endings were precisely
God’s meaning--an allegory of damnation written into
the pages of the temporal world for all who had the sense
to read.

Taking in the bright sun, the calls of birds in nearby
trees, the reassuring hum of automobiles on the distant
freeway, Darrow could almost persuade himself that the
horrors and griefs of this graveyard had safely
evaporated atmosphere. But not quite. He fancied he
cou|d hear a faint, persistent static from the graves
about him--a muted, indistinguishable murmuring of
subterranean voices. He imagined a sentience among the
graves, a residual consciousness of the dead which had
infiltrated the soil into which their bodies had corrupted:
buried yearnings, passions ingrown with roots, pulsing
aspirations locked in the deathclutch of the ground. He
imagined that if he listened closely, if he strained to
interpret, he could make out words piteous beyond all
other speech; it was the dead calling, "Here we are, Lord!
See us! Save us!" Wasn’t a c~emetery.a sign of hell! Its
deathdread was symbolic and predictive Of ~inwrought
man’s skywide horror of perdition.

At length Darrow and Leah came to a large plot
enclosed by a picket fence of iron. A monumental shaft
stood in the center of the plot. Its inscription read: Jorarn
Eas~park Sevy--Pioneer Founder.-- 1824-. 1915.

"Joram himself," Darrow said. "I remember the day he
was buried."

"Here’s Grandmother," Leah said as they entered the
plot. They looked at the lettering on a polished black
stone: Seraphine Darrow--Fourth Wife of Joram Sevy--1848-
1905.

"She was gone before I was born," Darrow said.
"She changed my diapers many a time, Mother told

me," Leah sai.d. "Doesn’t it make you feel good to see
Grandfather’s wives here with him ? Of course, Martha
Dean isn’t here. Isn’t that funny? Because she died on
the plains before Grandfather had other wives, I almost
forget he was ever married to her."

"And Ruhannah," Darrow said. "She isn’t here
either."

"Well, of course not. What would you expect? She is
buried in the cemetery on the avenues in Salt Lake City.
She apostatized, you know. She was buried by an
Episcopalian service."

"Sara showed me Ruhannah’s diary. I can’t get out of
my mind the possibility that Joram was guilty."

"How can you say such a thing? You of all people!"’
Leah cried. "You were in his house dozens of times.
Don’t you remember how often Mother sent us to stay
the night? We were supposed to keep an eye on
Grandfather and Aunt Christine, but it was they who
k,,e, pt_ an eye on us."

What can you do with Ruhannah’s diary?" Darrow
said. "Ruhannah seems to have been a sincere person."’

"Oh, yes, sincere! Sara likes to prate on about
how genuine Ruhannah was and about how great her
spiritual gifts were. Grandfather’s other wives could
have given you another side to that story. I had it over
and over from Aunt Christine."

"I wouldn’t think Ruhannah would lie in her own
diary."

"She didn’t lie; she exaggerated. Ruhannah turned
every whisper of the Spirit into a shout. I’m not
impressed by the spirituality of a woman who couldn’t
be decent to her sister wives. Ruhannah was all for
herself. She never had a kind word for anybody else. She
expected the other wives to worship her because she was
singled out for special revelations and healings of the
sick."

Leah squatted and plucked a dandelion, which she put
brusquely into her purse. Her voice was hoarse with
disgust. "Sara says that Grandfather harried Ruhannah
out of the Church. That’s silly. It isn’t even a possibility.
Ruhannah never had a testimony of the Church. She
had her own version of the gospel, and she didn’t know
what it was to help build the kingdom. I don’t know why
she came to Zion in the first place. And Grandfather
tolerated her. He never lifted a finger against her, not
even when she was spreading that terrible story. His
other wives scolded him for it; they said if he didn’t

defend himself his reputation would be ruined. He
shrugged his shoulders and said God would be his
judge."

"It’s strange he wouldn’t defend himself," Darrow
said.

"He didn’t need to defend himself! Everybody knew
what kind of man he was. Any traveler caught at night in
Lehi stayed in Grandfather’s ’.house. He never charged a
penny."

Darrow and Leah wandered among the stones of: the
plot. Coming to the fence, they paused. Leah fingered
the blunt point of an iron picket. "Grandfather didn’t
shoot Johanssen, and Ruhannah knew it. Johanssen was
killed accidently. Shooting accidents occurred all the
time in those days. They still occur all the time. But
Ruhannah couldn’t take polygamy. She never did accept
Grandfather’s other wives."

"It’s bizarre that the old sto~ry hangs on," Darrow said.
"Don’t doubt Grandfather,"’ Leah said urgently. "You

mustn’t betray’ him. I couldn’t stand it if you did."



Leah’s fingers continued to play over the scrolls and
pickets of the iron fence. She had begun to talk about the
heroism with which Joram had endured the unbelievable
rigors of pioneer life. She reminded Darrow that the
teenaged Joram had been driven, with his parents and
their other clhildren, from a home in Missouri. Mobbers
had seized their house, barn, and animals. A sister died
of dysentery during the trek to Illinois. In Nauvoo,
Joram married Martha Dean and built a house of his
own. He sok| it for sixty dollars when the Saints were
driven from Nauvoo in the winter of 1846. The next
summer, Joram joined the Mormon Battalion, leaving
behind his wife and tiny daughter in the camp of the
Saints. With his fellow soldiers, Joram marched afoot
from Fort Leavenworth to San Diego--a walk of some
two thousand miles. Discharged, he made his way to the
Salt Lake valley, arriving there only two months after
the vanguard of Mormon pioneers had arrived on July
24, 1847. He learned that neither his wife nor daughter
had survived the terrible winter on the Iowa plains. A
year later, Joram married Ruhannah. Afterward he
married other wives and made his headquarters in Lehi.
By her own choice, Ruhannah remained with her three
children on the ranch in West Canyon. Five years before
Ruhannah denounced Joram and left the Church, she
moved to Lehi, where she insisted that Joram build her a
separate house. Joram became a pillar of the community
of Lehi. He served many terms as alderman and mayor,
and for many years he was a counselor in the Provo stake
presidency.

"I know Grandfather would never kill a man," Leah
said passionately. "I know because I knew him. I know
because of the way I feel in my heart." She looked
insistently into Darrow’s eyes. "And you know it too,"
she said.

Darrow and Leah walked arm in arm, returning along
the paths leading to the gate of the cemetery. A jet
whined high overhead; a locust buzzed in a nearby tree.
Darrow’s world seemed suddenly washed in sunshine.
He was cheered immensely by the affectionate little
woman who clung to him. He perceived the return of a
lapsed protection. Despite her shrunken, aged condition,
he sensed that nothing essential had departed from her.
He fancied tlhat her dwindled body bloomed with grace,
that it could not fail to revive, pulse, and flourish
forever. Her fervent loyalty for Joram was contagious.
Didn’t a man like Joram merit confidence; didn’t he
deserve the benefit of the doubt? Darrow remembered a
morning when he and Leah had slept in Joram’s house.
Aunt Christine, Joram’s last surviving wife, had called
that breakfast was ready. Darrow ran down the stairs to
the kitchen. Behind him, pacing demurely, came Leah,
her unstrapped shoes scraping along the hardwood floor
of the hall. From outside, a metallic clinking sound had
stopped; Joram, already at work in the tool shed, would
have put down his mallet and punch. Set upon the
oilcloth of the kitchen table were bowls of steaming
oatmeal and[ plates of buttered to_a_~s.t_and___el~Ks__f_r_ied
sunnys~de up. Joram clattere~l into the kitchen through
an outside door, growling at the recalcitrance of a
stricken leg. Grey hair bristled in a thick patch on his
head and sprouted in coarse tufts from his eyebrows. He
gripped Darrow’s shoulder and patted Leah’s head as he
went by on his way to wash his hands at the sink.

Remembering, Darrow recognized that Joram had not
needed words; his mere presence was an utterance and a
prophecy.

It was no accident that the family had made a hero of
Joram, Darrow reflected. Without qu. estion, Joram had
been a man of extraordinary nerve and virtue. Under no
circumstance could Joram have construed God’s will as
bent toward a bloody penance for sinful men. To think
otherwise did dishonor both to Joram and to God. Hadn’t
God commanded men to love one another and hadn’t he
told them, when offended, to turn the other cheek?
Thinking well of Joram, Darrow could think better of
himself. Surely there was something salvageable,
something worthy of redemption, in Darrow Sevy.

A little after twelve, the general reunion of the Sevy
family began with a lunch in a Lehi park. Darrow found a
place in a line filing along serving tables loaded with cold
cuts, casseroles, salads and breads of all sorts, fresh fruit,
early corn, and innumerable pies and cakes. He sat to eat
at a table where unfamiliar but amiable cousins made
room for him. At two o’clock Darrow joined a crowd of
his relatives in the recreation hall of a nearby church
where the first session of the reunion convened. Near
four o’clock, suffering from a headache, Darrow
emerged from the church before the meeting concluded.

On the steps of the church a man sat whittling.
"Hello, Darrow, how be?" the man said. "It’s me, Glen
Sevy. You used to know me when I was just a bigassed
kid." Glen wore stiff, unfaded Levi’s, scuffed cowboy
boots, and a pearlbuttoned shirt beneath which his
stomach bulged. Beads of sweat stood on his tanned,
bald head.

"Well, for sure, it’s Glen, isn’t it?" Darrow said.
"Yeah, it’s me. I been meaning to speak to you all day. I

had to get away from all the crap going on inside there.
Can’t take much in that line."

"It makes you want to be somewhere else, doesn’t it?"
Darrow agreed.

Glen laughed. "Kind of funny, though, the way
they’re clawing each other up in there. Old Uncle
Samuel, he says, Now, your officers having duly met in
Provo the other night, we endorse fully this fine
manuscript of Cousin Claiborne’s, which tells the whole
truth and nothing but the truth about Grampa Sevy, and
then that BYU professor, Morton Rickover, he leaps up
and says, We ought to thank Cousin Claiborne for his
great labors, he really has put together a wonderful book
here, except it’s all a bunch of goddamned lies about
Ruhannah, and then Claiborne’s boy Richard gets all
heated up and he says, What do you mean this book don’t
tell the truth about Ruhannah and Grampa, and your
good sister Leah goes running in swinging like a
prizefighter and she says, How come we can’t let these
blackhearted falsehoods die and how long are we going
to put up with this kind of libel against one of God’s
noble servants. God, I thought I’d die laughing." Glen
stopped laughing abruptly. "I got to have a drink. Listen,
I have a bottle in the car. Let’s drive on down to a little
bar I know on Geneva Road. They’ll give us set-ups and
we can recover from all that bullshit."

"Okay," Darrow said, "let’s go talk a while. But I’m
strictly on soda pop."

Several miles south of the Geneva steel mill, they
came to a bar named the Slagheap. Inside it was dim and
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cool. In a corner a woman with plump, half-exposed
breasts played and sang at: a piano.

"There’s Dorothy," Glen said. "I was afraid we might
be too early." He led Darrow to the piano. "Dorothy,
honey, here’s one of my cousins, Darrow Sevy. He’s a
good man from the East." The woman smiled at Darrow.

"How about ’By the Time I Get to Phoenix?’ " Glen
asked.

"Sure, after this one."
Glen led Darrow to a table. "Nice woman there. She’ll

play the old ones if you want her to. I’d sure like to get
into her pants, but she don’t take none of that. But she
sure is nice."

They sat and Glen pulled a fifth of bourbon from a
sack. "You won’t change your mind, I guess?"

"No, thanks, just rootbeer for me," Darrow said.
"Mighty nice meal, that lunclh today," Glen said.

"Can’t say I felt very comfortable though. Don’t none of
them regard me anyhow. This liquor’s the reason. I
know that and I know I got to get hold of it. Old
Claiborne went by me in the hall just before the meeting
and he says, Get off that goddamn liquor, Glen, though
of course he didn’t say goddamn. Then he just went on
by. He don’t size me up high as a dog turd."

"I know what you mean," Darrow said.
"Oh, hell," Glen said, laughing again, "wasn’t that

funny when old Uncle Knudson gets up during the
introductions this afternoon. He’s every inch of ninety-
five. His voice quivers like an accordion and he says, I
been around for a long time, I was thirty when Grampa
died, I can’t see and my arthritis is terrible, I ought to be
in the cemetery but I ain’t. Lord, that old goat! Samuel
finally had to get up and cut him off so the meeting could
go on."

At another table two women sipped beer and talked in
low, confidential tones; with half closed eyes one of
them drew in on her cigarette and exhaled a column of
smoke. The smokey twilight of the bar depressed
Darrow. It was too familiar; everything about the bar
reminded him of his misspent years. He thought of the
good mood he had been in after his visit to the cemetery
with Leah. In this place, he couldn’t understand that
mood at all.

Darrow leaned forward. "’Tell me, Glen, do you think
Ruhannah was right? Did Joram kill Johanssen?"

"Why, hell yes, he done it. You think Sevys got a
guarantee for sainthood?"

"I’m serious. Would he really do it?"
"Let me tell you something," Glen said. "Sevys ain’t

angels. You seen that boy Lester drifting around at
lunch today? Lester Evans, Katie’s boy. That boy :is
queer."

"He’s what?"
"Gay. Fruitier than a Jello salad. He screws with men."
"Is that true?"
"Hell yes. When you lift the cover off and look at what

is underneath, there ain’t anything you can’t find in the
Sevy family. Take that pious old fraud, Cousin Wilbur
Jones. When my dad tried to get an option on Joram’s
sheep herds, Wilbur bribed the probate judge. He got the
whole damn sheep business, all of it, everything Joram
had built up in Cedar Valley and Rush Valley and even
out in Skull Valley. Wilbur was chairman of the board--
the one and only Rush Valley Land and Livestock

Company. He’s still on the board, but that stinkass
grandson of his is chairman--Benny. He ain’t hardly
thirty. I asked him, Benny, can I hunt deer up there on
Joram’s land in the Sheeprocks, and he says, Why sure,
just line up and pay your twenty dollar trespass fee like
all the other hunters. Shift"

Glen pouredhimself another drink. "Sure Joram did
it," he said.~ "You didn’t know my dad much. You’re
supposed to love your dad, ain’t you? Well, of all the dirty
sons of bitches that ever lifted a hind leg and pissed on
this earth, my dad was the dirtiest. I hate that son of a
bitch and sometimes I wish he was still alive so I could
show him how much. Do you know what he done to me?
He took his belt off, lots of times, and he held me by the
arm, and I circled around howling like a dog, and he
whipped the living daylights out of me. I couldn’t cough
without him thinking I was sassing him."

"Joram wouldn’t do something like that," Darrow said.
"I knew him."’

"You believe what you want. It don’t make no
difference to me. I sure as hell wouldn’t get up in a
meeting and spout off the way Morton Rickover and
that niece of yours does. But you take my dad again.
Most of my life, I kept saying to myself, He was a good
man, he didn’t go to church and he smoked and all that,
but he was my dad, and everybody knows your dad is the
best guy there ever was. But I got to thinking about what
he done one day when I was thirteen. I had a dog,
Cockleburr, part collie and God, I loved him; he was the
only thing that held me together. One day Dad says, Call
that dog in so we can get back to town. The dog wouldn’t
come in a hurry; he was fooling around a dead sheep
across the creek. Dad took out the thirty-thirty and shot
him in front of rny eyes. It took me until I was forty to
figure out what Dad really wanted. It wasn’t the dog he
wanted to kill. It was me."

"It doesn’t fit with Joram."
"Sure it fits. I treated my kids the same way. I kicked

the shit out of them about once a week just to keep them
tuned up good. I got it from my dad. And where did my
dad get to wanting blood? He got it from his dad, and his
dad got it from .]oram. Don’t be fooled by how pious
Joram got in his old age. After them Missouri pukes and
Illinois mobbers pushed the Mormons around so long,
why hell, our boys was just as mean and ugly a:s the
pukes and mobbers ever wa:~."

"It isn’t possible that Joram wanted blood," Darrow
protested. "If he had shot Johanssen, he wouldn’t have
done it in anger. He would have thought he was doing
Johanssen a favor."

"People don’t never kill nobody unless they’re mad.
Maybe they don’t think they’re mad, but they arc.."

"No, you’re wrong," Darrow insisted. "He would have
thought of it as a sacred ritual. He wouldn’t have been
angry.

Glen turned his glass in his fingers. He stared at its
gyration with befuddled eyes. "So I might be wrong--
could be, easy enough." Then he brightened. "Maybe
God is the one who started it--wanting blood, I mean.
Suppose that son of a bitcl~. Johanssen had it coming.
Suppose he needed to be cleaned up."

"It couldn’t be true," Darrow said.
"I ain’t never noticed God being put off by a little

blood," Glen said. "Everybody says he put his own son up
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for crucifixion, don’t they? God’s up there keeping an
eye on the earth and he says, All you people down there
swilling around fucking and cheating and drinking and
carrying on, can’t you act decent for one little minute;
well, I’ll fix that; I’ll damn your hides to hell."

"That’s a terrible thing to believe," Darrow said.
"I’m just bullshitting. I don’t know nothing about

anything," Glen said. He scratched his shoulder and
poured another drink. "But I ain’t going to back down on
what I said about Joram. He done it, no doubt about it. In
1954 or somewhere around there, Bentley and me drove
up West Canyon to the old place. There wasn’t much
left, but the foundation of Ruhannah’s house was there.
The chimney was still standing. It was chiseled rock; I
don’t know who chiseled it. Out back a ways there was
some poles where the old corral used to be. Bentley says,
Glen, he shot him by the corral. I says, Who told you so?
Bentley says, Dad told me. Johanssen asked Joram to tie
him to the poles so he wouldn’t fall in the dirt, and then
Joram went back and leaned against a juniper so he could
shoot steady, and then he shot him in the heart. So
maybe it was a ritual. But you don’t kill nobody unless
you want their blood."

"How could he do it?" Darrow said. "The fall I turned
seventeen there was a terrible accident in Pole Canyon. I
was hunting deer with Father and Uncle Todd and three
of Uncle Todd’s boys. This old fellow--a guy from
Goshen or one of those little towns at the end of the
lake--this old fellow got the early blurs and he shot his
own grandson. He shot at him two or three times before
he hit him, and then he hit him in the ear’. There wasn’t
anything left on that side of his head. Father helped
carry the kid’s body, and I came along to carry the guns.
The kid’s jaw was loose, just hanging by some sinews,
and every so often, the jaw would catch on a branch and
flop down and dangle, and the old man would shove it
back into place, and he kept saying, I thought it was a
deer."

"God Almighty," Glen said, "I wouldn’t never be able
to hunt deer again."

"So I guess I don’t believe the story about Joram,"
Darrow said. "How could he go through his life
remembering something like that? What would he think
when he cut |ohanssen off the poles? What would he say
to Ruhannah? He couldn’t just go back to the house and
say, Ruhannah, wash that man’s body up nice and clean
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for burial. Don’t pay any attention to what the bullet did
to his chest, and I’ll fix up a nice coffin and..."

"There wasn’t no coffin."
’How do you know there wasn’t. They wouldn’t bu~:y

him without a coffin!"
"We dug him up."
"You dug him up!"
"Yeah. I’m kind of ashamed of it, but we done it.

Bentley says, Glen, why don’t we see if he’s still there.
There was this pile of rocks on the other side of the
corral, just like Bentley had always heard. We cleaned off
the rocks and dug down, and by damn, we found sorne
bones. We put them back later. Looked like a couple of
leg bones, a vertebra or two, and some others I couldn’t
make out. There wasn’t no coffin."

"Why wouldn’t they have a coffin?"
"They used wagon tarp in them clays. They didn’t have

nothing else."
Glen drove Darrow to Leah’s house and the two

cousins said goodby. In the evening, Darrow and Leah
went to the social assembly of the reunion. Sara waved
to them from the opposite side of the crowded recreation
hall. The program, a welter of amateur presentations
and impromptu expressions, was a comfortir~g
distraction to Darrow. He took refuge in the murmuJ:s
of approval which flowed through the audience as
representatives of family branches recited poems, sang
songs, bore testimonies, and recounted family lore. For a
while Darrow slipped from his fretful individuality into
the soothing mass of the family. He roused with
instinctive alarm to the strident voice of a cousin, Ruth
Boker, who walked onto the stage to announce a skit on
the life of Joram. She needed volunteers from the
audience to fill out the cast of a tableau vivant
accompanying a narrative poem she had composed.
Darrow sank as deeply as he could into his chair, but
Ruth came from the stage expressly to get him. Leah
enthusiastically pushed hi:m toward the outstretcked
hand of their cousin.

In a moment the figures were established on the stage.
In the center, a man and woman and six children
represented the family of Joram’s father and mother
during the Missouri and Illinois persecutions. On one
side of the stage, a young man wearing a military
bandolier and holding a musket represented Joram
during his service in the Mormon Battalion. On the
other side, wearing an oldtime coat and holding
scriptures in his hand, stood Darrow, representing
Joram in the time when he was a leader in the stake and
community. An accompanist at the piano let her fingers
ripple into a flourishing introduction. Ruth, overweight,
perspiring, indomitably cheerful, began the recitation of
a lengthy poem with a frequent refrain:

A greatgrandfather wise, to the gospel true,
He was ever attentive the Lord’s will to do.
He suffered mobbers, deserts, Lamanites too,
He triumphed over all for me and you.
Darrow broiled before the blinding stage lights.

Someone had turned off the air conditioning of the hall
and had opened a row of double outside doors. In the
lulls of the recitation, Darrow heard the chirrup of
crickets and the passing of cars on the street outside. He
sensed that Ruth had honored him. by assigning him the

most imposing station in the tableau of Joram’s life;
undoubtedly the word of his rebaptism was getting
around. But Darrow withered. He was a fraud, an
imposter; he could not play Joram. Beyond the stage
lights was the ominous power of his assembled uncles
and aunts and cousins. Glen had been wrong to
emphasize the corruptions of the Sevys; whatever their
individual failings might be, together they evoked a
monumental righteousness. The collective weight of
their decent eyes was a burden Darrow could scarcely
support.

The image of Glen’s sweaty, suntanned face appeared
and reappeared in Darrow’s mind, drifting like
evanescent clouds of cigarette smoke in the dismal light
of the Slagheap. The rage and passion of Glen’s words
dinned in Darrow’s ears. Darrow strained to remember
the elusive truth Glen had uttered. Suppose that son of a bitch
Johanssen had it comin,q. Suppose ];!e needed to be cleaned up. All at
once Darrow was staggered by an illumination. He had
grasped what no one else had understood. In its season,
bloody sacrifice was just. Ruhannah was right. Joram
had killed Johanssen. But he had killed him in
righteousness and was no less heaven’s hero.

Darrow looked askance at Ruth, whose interminable
poem went on. His anger surged. Ruth’s recitation
seemed innocent enough, a pulpy trifle, a mere nuisance
like the jangling of a telephone when one wishes to
concentrate. Yet her poem was a parody upon Joram’s
life. It was another episode i~ the perennial pageant of a
blanched, deodorized, mythical Joram. There are sins for
which men, if they had their eyes open to their true condition, would
be perfectly willing to have their own blood spilt upon the ,gr.~und,
that the smoke thereof might ascend to heaven as an offering for their
sins. Why had the Saints resisted Brigham Youtng’s
counsel? Why had Brigham himself gone back on it?
These assembled Sevys were shunners and weakhearts.
They were loathe to admit that men and women passed
to heaven only in horror and blood. They preferred to
believe that the dying pierced the veil without throes, as
if human beings were made of paper and could be neatly
folded, inserted into envelops, metered, bagged, and
mailed intact iinto eternity.

Darrow exulted, his spirits rose, a courage he had
never felt before came over him. He saw the surety of his
salvation. With an absolute sympathy he intuited the
guilty heart of Johanssen, fo~: whom the roar of Joram’s
rifle had been the most tender of mercies. In a pangburst
Darrow understood the beauty of flagellation. He
yearned for the strokes of the whip, for the lovely pain of
purgepain. He had been hostage to the prince of
darkness and had not known how to ransom himself.
But there was a way. He had authority from Joram.
Darrow’s blood was his wergeld. This very body, this
rich hoard of pain, was hi~s shriveprice, a sufficient
collateral to buy off wrath, to unbond him from
damnation. There was but a single technicality. His self-
destruction must be a rite, a ceremony; it would have to
proceed with propriety and order.

LEVI S. PETERSON is professor of English and director of the honors
program at Weber State College.

Sunstone/58




